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June I2th, 1943 


Dean Hannity regarded the kid sitting before him, hands clasped loosely on his glossy oak desk. The kid regarded 
him back, dark eyes swarming with a mixture of unease and defiance, and his body language - arms folded, one 
shoulder slightly raised, sitting back in his chair with a slight curl to his lip - screamed youthful bravado. 


Hannity saw right through the act. 


Hannity saw the edginess in the rigid set of the torso, the way the slim pale fingers dug into his arms and 
gripped them hard enough to leave bruises the next day. He saw the way the kid's body wasn't so much 
leaning back against the chair but pressing itself against it, as if trying to put as much space between himself 


and Hannity as possible. To the untrained eye, though, Jeffrey Isbell was doing a good job hiding his unease. Not 


an excellent one, but for nineteen years old, Hannity was impressed. 

The local police in Lafayette had been only too happy to hand him over. Curious, yes, belligerently so, of course. 
But no real resistance. Hannity's people had told him things, how the cop unlocking the kid's cell had done so a 
little too cautiously, how there were four other officers hovering nearby, palms resting on their pistols, just in 
case. How there was none of the usual jeering and shit-talk that local cops treated their criminals to, barely 
even any eye contact. 

Hannity was a man who trusted his gut, and he kept an ear to the streets. Even in the street of barren 
Midwestern towns, which had an uncanny knack for birthing either the most valuable government agents he'd 
encountered in his career, or the most depraved serial killers. An intriguing dichotomy, unless it wasn't one at 
all. Unless Hannity's theory was correct, in that the best government agents were just serial killers who had 
been captured early and trained into convenience. 

Dean Hannity regarded the kid sitting before him, and spoke the words evenly. 

"What's your name?" 


The kid's eyes narrowed. "You know my name." 


‘lm telling you to repeat it" He let a hint of steel slither its way into his tone. The kid shifted, glanced to one 


side. 

"Jeffrey Isbell” 

"How old are you, Jeffrey?" 

"Nineteen" 

"Where are you from?" 

"Indiana." 

Hannity leaned forward. "Did you graduate high school?" 

The kid scoffed, rolling his eyes. "What does this have to do with anyth - " 
"Did. You. Graduate. High school." 

Glaring at him, the kid snapped his mouth shut. 


"Yes," he said at last. The word came out strained, as if he wanted to say more, but was holding himself back 


by sheer force of will and the strength of a clenched jaw. 

If Hannity was the kind of man who smiled, he would have smiled. Instead, he tilted his head up and relaxed his 
shoulders. For the next ten minutes, he kept asking questions, keeping an eye on the clock on the wall to the 
right, bullshit questions he knew the answer to but asked anyway. To establish the upper hand. More 
importantly, to see how the kid reacted. And despite himself, Hannity had to admit - the kid was good. 


"Are you a virgin?" 


The eyebrows went up slightly, but the kid was otherwise still, and he didn't miss a beat. "Why? You wanna 
fuck me?" 


"Are you?" 

"That's a fucked up question to ask a minor, sir.” 

"Answer it." 

A pause. A hint of a grin, boyishness that still found the topic of sex amusing. "No." 

"How experienced are you with guns?" 

One eyebrow quirked up. "I'm a townie from the Midwest, sir. Does that answer your question?" 

"Not adequately." 

"Pretty fucking experienced. How adequate was that?" 

Hannity nodded once, and didn't reply. He watched Jeffrey Isbell, saw the way his fingers were no longer digging 
into this arms. The tension had dissipated from his shoulders. Most interestingly, there was a little half-smirk 
playing on his lips. He looked like the resident troublemaker being called into the principal's office for the 
hundredth time. 


"Tell me about Tommy Lee." 


The shoulders went tense again, and the smirk evaporated. Hannity waited, watching Jeffrey's Adam's apple bob 


as he swallowed, watching the fingers starting to dig into his arms once again. 
"He's..." 
Jeffrey paused, cleared his throat, and stared fixedly at a spot on Hannity's desk. 


"He was my friend” 


Hannity inclined his head. "How long had you known him?" 
Jeffrey sighed, and rubbed his arm. "Since..kindergarten, | guess. Yeah, since we were like four, or something." 
"Would you say the two you were good friends?" 


Hannity noticed the kid's eyes grow distant, soft. "Yeah..yeah, we were. We - " He stopped himself, suddenly, 


eyes going sharp again as he looked up at Hannity. "We were close," he said shortly, and went silent. 


"What happened?" Hannity asked, when the silence went on a beat too long. Jeffrey squeezed his eyes shut and 
shook his head. 


"You know what happened, you asshole." 


Hoarseness, Hannity detected. And when Jeffrey opened his eyes, they were just a tad shinier than they were 


before. 
"Tell me." 


"Why? So you can lock me up?" Jeffrey leaned forward in his seat, snarling. "I didn't talk to the cops, and l'm 


sure as fuck not gonna talk to you. You're not putting me in jail. Hear me? You're not. So go fuck yourself.” 


Hannity kept his gaze on Jeffrey's as he picked a piece of invisible lint of his sleeve. The kid's breathing had 
sped up considerably, his pale cheeks flushed. 


| don't want to send you to jail, Jeffrey. That's the last thing | want." 

Jeffrey's eyes narrowed. "I don't believe you." 

"Tell me about what happened with Tommy." 

‘lm not saying shit." 

Hannity reached into the top drawer of his desk and pulled out a file. Flipping it open, he scanned the first page, 
flipped to the next one, running his finger down the text, as though he didn't know the entirety of its contents 


by heart. 


"Tommy Lee's body was found on the banks of Lake Hadley on the 24th of February. Cause of death..." He 
looked up to watch Jeffrey as he spoke. 


"Left intrathoracic haemorrhage following an axe wound to the upper torso." 


The kid's mouth twitched, and he swallowed, turning his head to one side. 
"Did you kill him?" 

Jeffrey's eyes flew to Hannity's. 

"Fuck you, man!" It was the closest thing to a shout yet. Hannity didn't flinch. 
"Did you?" 

"Fuck you. You know | didn't. Fuck you." 

"But you know who did." 


The kid stared at him, jaw set. He didn't nod, but Hannity sensed the defiant affirmative rolling from him in 


waves. 

"Joe Webber," Hannity filled in the name. "Also nineteen. Yours and Tommy's classmate." 

Jeffrey's face was still. Even tranquil, Hannity would say. He continued. 

"Webber was described by his teachers as a skittish kind of person Nervous, easily rattled. Would you agree?" 
The kid didn't move, or reply. Hannity hadn't expected him to. 

"His father, David Webber, had sent him out back to chop wood, on the evening of the ITth of February. Joe 
disappeared, between the hours five and seven in the PM. When he returned, his father characterised his 
behaviour as, and | quote, ‘even more spooked out than usual." Hannity set the folder down and peered at 
Jeffrey. 

"Why do you think that is?" 

Jeffrey didn't respond for a few moments. When he finally did, his voice was smooth and monotonous. "He said 
it was an accident," he murmured. "He said Tommy snuck up on him, trying to freak him out, like. Tommy did 
that a lot, he loved playing pranks on people." 

Hannity watched and listened, not responding, not prompting. 

"Joe's a pussy. Type of dude who was scared of his own fucking shadow." A sneer was creeping its way into 
Jeffrey's voice, and his eyes had gone distant again, but this time there was something else there, something 


flinty and cruel. 


"It was getting dark out, when he was chopping wood, and he felt somebody grabbing him from behind. He say 


he reacted on instinct." 

"How do you know this?" Hannity asked him, knowing the answer, but wanting to hear it anyway. 
"He told me," Jeffrey said, blinking once and meeting Hannity's gaze. 

"When?" 

Here, Jeffrey's lips thinned into a hard, angry sneer. 

"When I..asked him." 


Hannity didn't look away from Jeffrey as he flipped the folder to the pages covered with pictures. He could feel 
the polished smoothness of the photographs against his fingertips. 


"You asked him," he repeated Jeffrey's words, seeing the images of Joe Webber with knife wounds strategically 
splitting the skin of his fingertips, his mouth, his nipples, areas where the sensory receptors are most 
concentrated. The images depicting how the tip of Webber's nose had been sliced off, along with his earlobes, 
patches of skin and flesh simply missing, lopped off like a hedge being pruned. 

Jeffrey flicked his gaze down at the file, then back up at Hannity's face. 


| had to do some persuading," he said. "Joey wasn't exactly being cooperative." 


A slight tic in the corner of one eye, voice a little too loud, words paced a just a touch too close together. But 


otherwise, Hannity realised, he'd almost succeeded in sounding bored. 

"How did you know to ask him?" Hannity questioned. "How did you know he would be at Joe's, that night?" 

A pause. "Tommy told me," Jeffrey replied, the words sounding heavy. He shrugged, bit the inside of his cheek, 
eyes rolling up to the ceiling. "He, uh.." He bit his lip and shook his head once, almost angrily. "He tells me 


everything.” 


Hannity clasped his hands together once more. "Let's get back to Joe. He told you what happened that night on 
the seventeenth." 


Jeffrey cleared his throat. "Yeah. Yeah, he said he..you know. Turned round, swung the axe, and only realised it 


was Tommy after he'd already..fuckin’..buried the damn thing in his chest." 


He sniffed, scrunching up his nose as he did, rubbing his top lip harshly with his knuckle. "He panicked He didn't 
want to go to jail. He didn't know what to do. Joe's not the type of guy to - to handle things.’ 


Jeffrey unfolded his arms and rubbed the back of his neck, licking his lips. He was thirsty, Hannity realised. Stil, 


he didn't offer the kid a drink, waiting instead for the rest of his story. 


"He grabbed the axe and pulled it out. He knew that would make it worse, he knew that, but he was too out of 
it to think clearly. Pulled out his axe, dragged Tommy - who was still fuckin’ alive at this point, by the way - 
dragged him to the lake. The lake was like two minutes from Joe's backyard, just down the road" 


Jeffrey drew a shaky breath, and folded his arms again, shoulders coming forward as if to hug himself. 


"And he just..he threw Tommy in there. Threw him, still breathing, into the fuckin’ lake. Washed off his axe, 
and took his ass back home. Like nothing fuckin’ happened" 


There was rage in Jeffrey's voice, Hannity realised. That icy, electric little crackle to his words, that was rage. 


Inhaling through his nostrils, Hannity sat up slightly, feeling a little thrill shudder between his shoulder blades. 


"That's not quite true, is it, Jeffrey?" he said. "Joe was very disturbed by the whole incident. Didn't sleep for 
several nights, had nightmares when he did, didn't go to school - " 


"Aw, fuck - my heart bleeds," Jeffrey spat. "Tommy was still alive. He was a great swimmer. Why do you think 
the cause of death was haemorrhage, and not drowning?" He jerked his chin towards the folder on the desk. 
"Why do you think they found him on the bank, not in the lake itself? Because he got himself out. He lost a lot 
of blood, sure, but he didn't have to die. He could have survived, if that pussified fuck hadn't fuckin’ thrown 
him away!" 

Tapping his fingers against the file, Hannity had to consciously make an effort to smother the smile that 
threatened to invade his face. This kid was something else, all right. They stared at each other, Jeffrey's face 
twisted with fury, Hannity's calm and blank. 

"Joe told you it was an accident.” 

Jeffrey scoffed, 

"Yes?" Hannity prodded. 

"Yeah." The word was spoken like a challenge. Yeah, so what? 


"You didn't believe him?" 


The kid had calmed down a little, and was returning Hannity's probing look with cool blitheness, as if he knew 
exactly what Hannity was looking for and was more than happy to oblige. 


If you dare, come a little closer. 


"No, | believed him." 


He almost sang the words, imbuing them with a musical kind of airiness. Hannity spoke his next words softly. 
"But you killed him anyway." 


For the first time, Jeffrey smiled. "Yessiree," he said, tongue-in-cheek, Boy Scout with murder laughing in his 
black eyes. "I killed him slow.’ 


Interesting Dichotomy 


Author's Notes: 

So I've spent a long time with Izzy, trying to figure him out. His likes, his dislikes, who he is as a person, how | 
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have a much better idea of him now. | also managed to map out a chapter-by-chapter trajectory of the 


story, which hopefully I'll stick to! Hope you enjoy this. 


"Jeffrey?" Richard Isbell snatched at the telephone, rocking the living room table it was sitting in on the 


process, and clutched it to his ear. "Jeffrey, is that - can you hear me?" 


He held the table still and slammed a hand against the machine as it threatened to topple onto the hardwood 


floor. 
"Yes, Father, | can hear you fine. Calm down for me, OK?" 


Richard let out a choked, hysterical laugh. His son only ever called him Father when he was irritated with him, 
a sarcastically formal, shamelessly mocking term that always carried the subtext of get it together, Dad, Jesus. 


He hold the phone away from his ear and bellowed in the general direction of the kitchen "Sonja! It's your son!" 


Something clanged, and Richard only had about half a second to picture his wife throwing down whatever 
utensil she'd been holding before she was emerging from the kitchen, looking as frenzied as he felt. 


"Is he OK? Where is he? Richard, what the hell is happening?" Sonja was across the room and trying to wrestle 
the phone out of his grip in a flash, and Richard held the phone out so she could speak into it. "Jeffrey? 
Jeffrey, honey, wh - " 


"Both of you relax, for God's sake," Jeffrey snapped, his voice tinny through the speaker. "I'm fine. I'm great, 
actually. I'm calling to let you know that l'm with people who want to help." 


"You mean like a lawyer?" Sonja asked, trying to bat Richard away from the receiver and grab it for herself. 
"No, Mother, not like a lawy - " 

"Because you know we can't afford any lawyers, Jeff - " 

Sonja's head snapped up and she gave her husband an incredulous look. "We can't afford - for our own son, you 


can't get a loan or something? Jesus, Dick, they want to put him in the chair! You heard what the chief of 


police said!" 


"Mom, hey, relax, all right? No one's putting me in the chair. And you won't need money for lawyers either. It's 


all taken care of, I'm safe here" 

"And where is this here exactly, anyway?" Richard demanded. "Just where the hell are you" 

There was a pause. Sonja held the receiver between her own ear and her husband's as they waited 
"Hello?" Richard yelled into the speaker. "Where'd you go?" 

"Still here. See, Dad, I'm not supposed to tell you where | am’ 


The couple blinked at each other. "Why the hell not?" Sonja said furiously, glaring at the phone as if it was her 


son. "We're your parents!" 


‘| realise that." The eyeroll in Jeffrey's voice was audible. "Still can't tell you. All | can say is, l'm safe, and | 


probably won't be home for a while." 


Its a cartel," Sonja whispered to Richard, her fingers going slack around the receiver. "Oh my God, our son is 


with a drug gang." 


"Don't be ridiculous," Richard growled, grabbing the receiver out of her hands before it fell. "What the hell 
would a drug gang want with Jeffrey? Boy, are you in a drug gang?" he barked into the phone. 


"No, Father, l'm not." 
"Don't talk to me like l'm an idiot," Richard shouted. "Who the fuck are you with? You tell me right now!" 


"It's some kind of criminal group!" Sonja cried, pointing a shaking finger at her husband as she sank into the 
couch. "I'm telling you! Who else would hide him from the police?" 


"Listen, | have to go," Jeffrey sounded remarkably unruffled. "Try to keep your shit together. Don't worry 


about me." 

"You do realise they want the death sentence for you out here, don't you?" Richard said heavily, gripping the 
receiver tight and trying not to let his voice crack. "They think you killed that Webber boy. Everyone's saying 
you tortured him to death." 

"That so?" Jeffrey responded, after a few seconds. "And you believe them?" 


Sonja sat up slowly and watched her husband's face. Richard stared back at her, mouth working. 


"l| don't know what to believe, son," he said at last, swallowing. "All | know is, the kid's parents are broken. | 


really think his mom might die over this, he was their eldest - " 


"What about Tommy's parents?" Jeffrey's voice sliced through Richard's sentence, diamond-edged. Richard 
blinked. 


"I - | don't know. | haven't seen them around much," he blustered. "Uh. Sonja, do you know what the Lees have 


been up to recently?" 


Sonja shook her head, frowning at the sudden change in topic. "All | know is they stopped showing up to church 
since - well, you know." She winced, and chewed her lip. "Why?" 


"Hear that?" Richard asked his son. "Your ma said - " 


| heard her." Jeffrey sounded brittle. Richard waited for him to say something else, but his son remained 


silent. 

"Jeffrey?" he tried, cautious. He realised with some surprise that his heart was pounding, the blunt rhythm 
reverberating in his eardrums. Wiping his palm on his jeans, feeling the scratchy material rasp against his skin, 
he gripped the phone tighter, making a fist around the hard plastic. 

"| have to go, Dad." 


"Son, listen, | - " 


There was a click, and the dial tone hummed in Richard's ear, cool and monotonous. It took a few tries until he 


managed replace the receiver properly. 
"Richard?" Sonja was peering at her him, brows furrowed. "What happened? What did he say?" 


Licking his lips, Richard sat next to his wife, and cracked his knuckles. "Nothing." His voice sounded faraway, 


even to his own ears. 


Sonja shifted so she was facing him. "Don't give me that. Something's got you shaken. You tell me what he 
said." 


She hit his shoulder when he didn't reply. "Dick! Goddammit, talk to me!" 


"He just asked me about Tommy's parents," Richard said, cracking each of his fingers one by one and flexing 


them. "And then he said he had to go. And hung up." 
"That's it?" 


"That's it” 


Sonja nodded, and sat back on the couch, folding her arms across her chest and rubbing her arms. 
"Richard?" 

He grunted 

"What did say when you, you know, told him what everyone's been saying about the Webber boy?" 


Richard stopped cracking his fingers, and buried his hands under his thighs. "He said, uh.." He cleared his throat. 
"He asked if | believed them." 


"He didn't say - ?" 
"No." 


Sonja stared at her husband, and he stared back at her. They both jumped when Kevin, their youngest, yelled 
that there was something burning in the kitchen. 


IIE 
Jeffrey hung up the phone carefully. 


"They took it about as well as | expected them to," he said, adjusting the receiver on its hook so it sat just so. 
Satisfied, he leaned back in his seat and started flicking through the document in front of him, pages of NDAs 
and and and fitness to practice and tedious details of the job contract. Hannity had watched him as he read it 
all, page by page, asking questions, pointing to to the sections that needed clarification, rubbing his thumb over 
the pen as his eyes zipped from side to side across the paper. When he put the pen to the final page, he'd 
paused, and looked up to meet Hannity's stare. They'd exchanged a long look, the kid appraising him with a 
sharpness beyond his years, eyes narrowed and searching. Hannity kept his face blank, even as Jeffrey finally 
signed the last page with flourish and his chest broke open with a kind of excitement he hadn't felt in years. 


"Did | hear you mention the chair?" he questioned now, reaching for the cigar box in his top drawer. As he 
pulled out one of the fat brown Cubans, he kept his eyes focused casually on his fingers, watching the boy 
shift in his periphery. 


"Yeah. My mom, uh, she said something about the chief of police wanting to put me in it" 


Hannity looked up at him briefly, as he struck a match. The warm hiss of the flame drew the boy's attention, 
and he watched as Hannity touched it to the end of the cigar, blinking when Hannity snuffed it out. 


"The chief of police was on the phone with me while you were on your way here," Hannity informed Jeffrey. 


"He was none too pleased with me for taking away the biggest case he'd had in his career. Your mother's right, 


he wanted your head on a platter. He was ready to bring back public lynching." 

Jeffrey kept his eyes on the tip of the cigar, watching it turn bright as Hannity inhaled He didn't respond. The 
taste of sweet cedar swirled comfortably over Hannity's tongue, and a smooth film of smoke curled up from 
his lips. 

"You did murder a boy in cold blood. Slowly, as you said yourself. Local papers are calling it an act of Satan" 


At that, Jeffrey's lip quirked up marginally, then quirked right back down, 


"The state wants nothing more than to sink its claws into you. It's an interesting dichotomy. They hate you for 
the evil of what you did, but they also love you for putting their miserable workaday lives on the map." 


He took another pull of his cigar. 
‘Lafayette will probably turn into a tourist attraction after this." 


"What are you doing?" The diamond-edge hardness was back, barely letting Hannity finish his sentence. 
Jeffrey's face had gone tight. 


"Excuse me - ?" 


"| said what the fuck are you doing, Hannity?" Jeffrey said, snarling with his eyes, face taut. "Do you think | 


don't understand what's going on, or what?" 


Hannity rested his hand on his desk, cigar held between his knuckles. He waited for a few moments, gazing at 


the boy, expression tranquil as ever. 
"Im merely bringing you up to speed." 


"No you're not. You're not. You're - " He took a breath, chest rising and falling. "You're patronising me. Trying 


to - to blackmail me, intimidate me.." 


Jeffrey came forward, leaning his forearm on the table, fist curled. "I've already agreed to what you're 
offering. I've accepted the fuckin terms. You're gonna be my boss, and I'm good with that. OK? What I'm not 
good with is being talked down to" 


The snarl had reach his lips now. Hannity watched, fascinated, as the kid glared at him, the anger flickering in 


his black eyes eclipsing any other emotion 


‘lm not afraid of you. I'll work for you, and I'll respect you, but I'm not fuckin’ afraid of you. And sure, I'd 
much rather be alive, but I'm not afraid of death, either. So all that shit about lynching - " 


Here, Jeffrey scoffed and shook his head. 


"Save it. I'm still here, with you, because that's my choice. Not because l'm scared of what they'll do to me 


back in Lafayette. So don't try to fucking play mind games with me." 
The fist on the table curled tighter, knuckles white and bulging. 
"Ever." 


The smoke had thickened now, the cigar silently exuding plume after coiled plume of wispy greyness. Hannity 
was glad for it. He hoped, as he stared at the boy across from him, that it least somewhat shielded the way 
his eyes shone, gleeful and bright, like burnished metal. 


He wondered what Agent Sixx would make of this kid. 


KEKEKE 


"Aw, sonofabitch," Nikki Sixx growled at his radio, making a fist and punching out, aiming for the horn of his 
steering wheel at the last second to stop himself shattering the black plastic audio device, and muting the low, 
gravelly yet somehow inexplicably smooth voice emitting from it. A short beep snorted from the shiny black 
Chevrolet as his fist connected, echoing obnoxiously around the Stanford college campus he was parked near. 
Heads turned towards him, and he cursed to himself, but upon noticing that one of the heads had a crown of 
long red hair - identifying him as the kid he'd been tailing for the better part of two months - he decided to 
go with it. 


Motioning for him to come over, Nikki let himself exhale in relief when the kid excused himself from his group 
and sauntered towards the car. He ran s hand through his messy black hair, shooting a dirty look at the radio 


as the voice rumbled on. 


"and so we have two things here, really, from my perspective. firstly, something that's very painful to me 
personally: the corruption - or rather, the prostitution - of the intellgence analysis profession. But that pales in 
significance when you look at the Constitutional implications. Most of us are pretty conservative types in the CIA, 
and we swear an oath to protect and defend the Constitution of the United States Not the President, not the 
Commander-In-Chief, the Constitution And what's going on here is that we have one branch of the government, 
the executive branch, deliberately deceiving the Congress out of its Constitutional prerogative to declare or 
authorise things lke war, war crimes, interrogation procedures and so on Well, that, my friend, is a Constitutional 


crisis perpetrated by the very people who the American public trust fo - " 
"You again," the redhead grinned at Nikki, resting his bare forearms against the rolled-down window. He had a 
bandana tied around his wrist, in leu of a watch, and the tiny hairs on his skin reflected the warm evening 


sunlight, appearing bright gold against his pale complexion. "You ever gonna tell me your name?" 


Nikki titted his head at him, squinting a little. "That signals a level of intimacy l'm not sure our relationship is 


ready for." 


Axl Rose rolled his eyes. "You know, you've gotten really shitty at sweet-talk since | let you become a 


customer." 


"Facts of life, kid. Now you know how girls feel when you stop buying ‘em flowers after they let you meet the 
cat." Nikki reached for the twenty folded in his jeans pocket. "You got my shit?" 


| got something better." Axl glanced to one side, and dipped his head through the open window to whisper in 


Nikki's ear. "Diamorphine. Homemade." 


Nikki snorted and leaned his head away, rubbing his ear against his shoulder. It still tingled, the feeling of Axl's 
breath tickling his earlobes. "You're not turning me into a junkie, sweetheart. Give me my fuckin’ speed and l'll 


be on my merry way." 
"You sure?" Axl said, putting his head to one side. "It's 11% pure. Made it myself, tested it myself..." 
"Did you ever actually try the shit yourself?" 


Scandalised, Axl pulled back a little. "Fuck, no. | never get high off my own supply. And | never get high off of 


heroin, period" 


Nikki pressed an offended hand to his chest. "Oh, but its OK for you to feed that poison to me. And then you 


have the nerve to wonder why | don't tell you my name." 


Reaching into his back pocket, Axl clicked his tongue. "C'mon, gorgeous. Don't take it so personal. A dude has to 


pay tuition somehow, you know." 


Nikki extended the twenty dollar bill. They slapped palms, and Nikki's hand came away holding a small, clear bag 
of tiny white pills. He weighed it in his palm, giving Axl a questioning look. 


"Feels a bit heavier than usual." 
Axl winked at him, running his tongue over his teeth. "Does it?" 


Nikki smiled, shaking his head as he buried the bag deep into his pocket. "So, tuition," he said casually, resting 
one arm over the edge of the car door, close as he could get to Axl's arm without actually touching it. "On a 
scale of never to never ever, how possible would it be for you to pay off all the loans and bills and shit 


without being the resident college drug dealer?" 


Axl wrinkled his nose, the fond shine to his eyes dimming. "Never ever, ever ever." He snorted, and swiped his 
palms against each other, shooting a look over his shoulder back at the crowd. "You see all those people back 


there? They come from money. They come from yachts and third holiday homes and underpaid Puerto Rican 


maids wiping their ass while their parents lobby for tougher laws on immigration” 


Nikki watched as Axl's hair rose and fell in the wind He saw he had a piercing in his ear, and the sharpest 
jawline he'd ever seen. He blinked when Axl turned back to face him, his smile now decidedly bitter, eyes blank 


"| come from my grandma's living room floor after the ranch my stepdad owned got repossessed" 
Nodding, Nikki gave the other man a rueful smile. "Gotcha. One of those things is not like the others." 


Axl raised his eyebrows wearily, flaring his nostrils and rolling his eyes. "Yeah, well" His eyes fell onto Nikki's 
radio, still emitting that infuriatingly gentle, calmly accusatory voice. "How about that dude, though. Mick Mars 
or something, right?" 


Nikki felt his jaw clench. "Yeah, something like that. Stupid ass fuckin’ name." 


But Axl's eyes were faraway, almost admiring as he stared at the radio. "That's a smart motherfucker right 
there. Been all over the news for what, nearly a month now." He frowned, as if he was doing the calculations in 


his head. "How much do you figure government whistleblowers make, just from interviews alone?" 


Shrugging, Nikki looked away. Axl whistled softly, not noticing the change in demeanour. "I bet he makes a killing 
If | had that kind of money..shit” He shook his head, sighing. "You sure as fuck wouldn't catch me peddling junk 
to freshmen just so | don't get kicked out of college." 


Nikki nudged his arm, not liking the sadly wistful tone in the other man's voice. "Sure you would. You're an evil 
sonofabitch, and smart as fuck to boot. | could totally see you cooking up batches of poison to feed the petty 


bourgeoisie as, like, recreational reparations." 


Laughing, Axl pulled his head and arms out of the car, slapping a hearty drumbeat on the roof with his hands. 
"Yeah, yeah. Get the fuck outta here, stranger, before people get suspicious.” 


The car growled to life as Nikki turned the key in the ignition. "Until next time, kid" 


‘Only if you get lucky!" He heard Axl yell after him as he drove away. Nikki smiled to himself, glancing in the 
door mirror for a last glimpse. He switched the radio off with less aggression than usual, cutting off the awful 
voice, and floored the gas once he reached the highway, humming a jaunty to himself, weight of the pills 
resting comfortably against his thigh. 


C Block 
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The Doberman was completely motionless as it stared at the boy standing a few feet in front of him, pointed 
ears quirked up and twitching slightly. The boy, arms loose by his sides, gazed calmly at the building behind the 
animal. The Doberman - already leaning on its front paws - pushed its head forward as far as it would go, 
intelligent black eyes unblinking and watchful as it regarded the newcomer. 


Slowly squatting down, the boy tilted his head to one side and spoke, quiet and soothing. Ears twitching away, 
the Doberman took a step forward. The boy raised his hand, fingers loosely curled inwards, and spoke again, 
murmured words of confident reassurance. He turned his gaze from the building to the dog, for the first time, 
and the dog barked once, the sound bouncing harshly around the concrete courtyard. The boy didn't flinch, and 
the calm flow of soft words didn't let up, and his hand didn't go down, not even as the dog started to approach. 


Anthony Young clutched his Charlton automatic rifle closer to his chest and blinked at the sight before him, 
guard post all but forgotten, as the same Doberman he'd seen strip the flesh from a man's arm dipped its 

head and sniffed at the strange boy's knuckles. When the dog actually licked the kid's hand, Anthony couldn't 
help himself. 


"Holy shit," he breathed, adjusting his cap and squinting. 


Instantaneously, both the dog and the kid looked up, the dog's head snapping round. Anthony's hand went up 
reflexively, a gesture that he told himself was in greeting. 


"Hey, hey, there," he said, gaze darting between the boy and the dog. "l, uh, I've never seen him do that before. 
He's not usually good with strangers." 


The kid blinked at him, and shrugged. He scratched the dog's ears. "I like dogs," he said, by way of an 


explanation. 


Anthony nodded, disbelieving eyes still trained on the animal as it leaned into the kid's touch. "His name's 


Treader." 


The kid looked down at the dog, a grin breaking out across his face. "Hiya, Treader," he said, bending down on 
one knee and petting the dog with both hands. Treader barked again, but this time it was more of a delighted 
yap, and Anthony shook his head in utter bemusement. 


"Rub my nipples and call me Betty," Nikki exclaimed as he strode out of the door Anthony had been standing 
by. "Is that Treader?" 


"Yup," Anthony affirmed. "You believe this? Who the hell is that kid?" 


Nikki patted his shoulder, not looking away from the sight of the boy and the dog. "That's above your pay 
grade, Young." 


Anthony glanced sideways at him. "C'mon, Sixx. He your new partner, or what?" 


'| said, that's above your pay grade, asshole," Nikki snapped, and Young held up his hands in a conciliatory 
gesture, taking a step back and ducking his head a little to hide his smile. 


"All right, all right. Shutting up." 


At that moment, the boy looked up, noticing Nikki. He stopped petting Treader and stood, dusting off the knees 
of his pants. Nikki noticed he was dressed all in black, like him. The colour complemented the hard grey of the 
compound, and the softer, cushiony greys of the sky. Nikki inhaled through his nostrils, squared his shoulders, 


and inclined his head. 
"Jeffrey Isbell," he said genially. "You got a minute?" 


EERE EK EE EK 


Nikki had always thought of Basalt as the hate-child of Gothic and Bauhaus architecture. It had the grimness 
but not the intricacy of the former, and the militaristic simplicity of the latter. The result was an edifice that 
loomed flatly over the surrounding desert, resembling almost exactly the dry beige of its surroundings, tinged 
with a hint of slate grey. The few windows were perfectly square, the interior of whatever lay on the other 
side almost always hidden by closed blinds. Open space was plentiful, both between the buildings themselves and 
behind them, but it was not visible from the outside. Purpose, in this case, was quite obviously favoured over 


appearance. 
"Form follows function," a German art professor in Dessau - the birthplace of Bauhaus - had once informed 
Nikki, as they'd sat sharing a cigarette and watching the sun set behind the college building Nikki had been 


visiting, all flat roofs and steel frames and perfectly cubic angles. "As with all things in the German culture." 


He recounted this story to Jeffrey Isbell, who'd given him a sideways glance. "What were you doing in 


Germany?" 
Nikki had paused. "Celebrating Oktoberfest" 


Jeffrey had given him a look of weary incredulity. "Oktoberfest," he repeated slowly, not quite sneeringly but 


close enough. Nikki spread his palms. 
"Hey, coming up with colourful lies is one of the job's perks, kid. Let me live." 


They walked through blank corridors, through empty squares, past locked doors, locked gates. Jeffrey lingered 
at the firing range, staring at the many guns on display, a faint frown crinkling his forehead as he repeated 
the names on the display labels to himself. 


"You like Berettas, do you?" Bruno, the range safety officer, said to Jeffrey, as the kid traced his fingers over 
the sleek black barrel of a small pistol. 


Jeffrey didn't look up. "They're OK. They're light, and the grip is good." 


He let his fingers fall away, looking up at a handgun that was slightly bigger. "But my aim's better with the 


Browning." 


He was right. Nikki watched him fire at the target with both guns, one after the other. He didn't hit the centre 
with either one, but his shots were much more accurate with the Browning. Aim wasn't important, though, 
that could improve with practice. Nikki was more fascinated with the way the kid held the gun, like he'd been 
handling firearms for years. His firing hand was high behind the back strap of the gun, other hand wrapped 
around his knuckles. Both his thumbs were just underneath the slider, and when he extended his arms to 
shoot, his elbows had a very slight bend while his shoulders remained square. The technique and form didn't 
waver once, a look of intense concentration on his face, and Nikki couldn't help but admire the prowess. The kid 
looked comfortable with the gun, simple as that. Like the gun was an old friend, a toy that he was used to 
playing with. 


When Nikki took him to the library, he spent nearly twenty minutes wandering from section to section, mouth 
slightly open as he tipped his head back and stared at the towering wooden shelves, running his fingers over 

the spines and taking out the occasional book to flick through it. He craned his neck as he took in the rows of 
long, rich brown mahogany desks in the centre, and examined the cluster of typewriters in one corner, gently 


tapping at the keys with one hand without actually pressing down. 

"And | can just take any book out, whenever | want?" 

"Sure, just make sure to sign it out at the desk and get it stamped. Just like any other library." 

The one place Nikki avoided during the tour was the building known as C Block, the third of the four main 
buildings that comprised the whole facility, located at the rear right of the complex. Jeffrey turned his head 
to look at the building as they passed it in the courtyard, heading for D Block. 


"We're skipping this one?" he asked Nikki, walking a little slower. 


"C Block's off limits for the time being, kid." 


Jeffrey frowned. "If I'm gonna be working here, shouldn't | know the building properly? See all the areas?" 


The tone wasn't petulant, exactly, Nikki thought. There was no whine, no entitlement, but the curiosity in there 
definitely reeked of resentment. 


"Everything you need to see, I'll show you," he explained, as they stepped over the threshold to go into D Block. 
They were in a well-lit corridor now, the smell of disinfectant lingering in the cool air. "Besides, no one in the 


building has free access everywhere, kid." 
Jeffrey's eyes caught the light as they walked, fluorescent whiteness glancing off his dark pupils. "Yet." 
Smiling a little, Nikki gave him a sideways glance. "Sure. Yet." 


Jeffrey snapped his head round, giving the other man a sharp look, softening when he saw no trace of 


mockery or patronisation 


"These are the labs," Nikki explained, motioning to the various doors and hallways they passed. Some doors 
emitted a low, steady humming noise, as if they were home to complex machinery, and others buzzed gently 
with the uneven rumble of human voices. Some of them were completely silent. Nikki walked so his pace was 
too quick to allow Jeffrey to peer inside the glass rectangle on each door and see the interior of the rooms, 
but they couldn't escape the smells. One minute their noses tingled pleasantly with the sharp, airy tang of 
pineapples, the next minute Nikki had to swallow to stop himself gagging as they passed a door that exuded 
rotten eggs, heavy and thick and eye-watering. 


"Are you gonna tell me what kind of stuff goes on here?" Jeffrey's voice sounded strained and nasal. Nikki 
guessed that he, too, was trying to avoid breathing through his nose. He picked up the pace as he considered 
the question 


"Research," he explained, "to do with chemical and biological agents. Drugs. Anatomy, human biology. Technology 


- you know, like engineering. Analysis of samples we've obtained from.other places." 
"Like where?" 


Exhaling as they finally turned into the corridor that led to the back exit, Nikki rubbed his nose. "Like enemy 
territory. Other countries, and their agencies. Underground terrorist groups. Basically, if there's some new 
scientific development happening that's not overseen or carried out by us, we make it our business to - well, 


make it our business." 
"We're not going upstairs?” Jeffrey asked, looking behind him at the last hallway they'd hurried past. 


Pausing once he reached the exit, Nikki turned to him, one hand resting on the doorknob. "I mean, we can if you 


want. But it's just more of the same, you know..” 


He waved his hand in the general direction of all that they'd just seen, and let it fall to his side. "And 


personally, kid, I've had enough olfactory stimulation for one day." 


EE EE E E E OE IE EE EK 


The rest of the tour was relatively uneventful. Jeffrey had wrinkled his nose uninterestedly at the cafeteria, 
thrown curious looks over his shoulder at the stairwells and doors they didn't enter, and had just now spent 
nearly a full minute standing in the middle of what Nikki called the playground, taking in the surrounding 


obstacle course, the outdoor gymnasium, and the running tracks that lined the perimeter of the area 


"You can use this place whenever you want, and I'd recommend using it often," Nikki told him, watching as 


Jeffrey ran his hands over the rope ladder, tugging it gently. "But you'll have mandatory training sessions out 


here as well, so - ' 


"Training?" Jeffrey interrupted, letting go of the rope ladder and turning to Nikki. A note of wariness had crept 


into his voice. 
"Yeah, training," Nikki said, cocking his head and giving Jeffrey a friendly look of curiosity. "Is that a problem?" 


"No, but." Jeffrey dusted his palms against one another. "Aside from physical training, obviously, will | have - 


lessons? Like in school?" 

Grinning, Nikki shook his head. "Not like school. Not at all like school, kid But yeah, you'll have lessons." 

"And tests?" 

Nikki paused. "Not the kind you're used to," he said carefully. He was thinking about how exactly to phrase his 
next sentence, and whether he should say it at all, but Jeffrey had already turned away, dipping his boot into 
the mud pit. 

"Thank God," he muttered, so quietly that Nikki decided he must be talking to himself. There was silence for a 
while, as Jeffrey wiped the mud from his shoe against the dry earth and Nikki watched, scratching his cheek. 
He was just about to suggest going to get lunch, when Jeffrey suddenly looked at him, an odd light in his eyes. 
"Nikki," he said. "| want to go visit to C Block." 

Nikki blinked "No can do. | told you - " 


Jeffrey waved his hand impatiently. "| know what you told me. I'd like to go anyway." 


Chuckling, Nikki turned away slightly, reaching into his pocket for a cigarette. "Shit, kid. This isn't high school, 
the whole rebel thing doesn't fly here. You get told not to do something, you don't do it. No questions asked, no 


arguments." 
He glanced at Jeffrey. The boy stood there, silent, watching him with that odd light in his eyes gleaming. 
"You can glare at me all you like, Jeffrey. Them's the rules, and | don't make ‘em." 


Jeffrey's expression didn't change, and he didn't look away. Nikki stared back for a second, then turned away to 
puff at his cigarette. 


"Besides," he added, the words tumbling out before he could really consider them, "There's a good chance you'll 
go there anyway, you know. As part of your training, and even for work later on. So, all in good time, and 


whatnot." 


Jeffrey took a step towards him. "If l'm gonna be going in there anyway," he said slowly, his voice soft and 
persuasive, "what's the trouble with a little headstart?" 


Nikki's fingers tightened around his cigarette, and he cursed himself. He could feel Jeffrey's rapt gaze on his 


face, and he chewed the inside of his cheek and cursed himself again. 

"Like | said," he said, straining to keep his voice light, succeeding only in sounding strained. "No can do." 
"Come on, Nikki.” 

No trace of strain in Jeffrey's tone. He could have been discussing the weather. 

"Hannity won't get pissy if we do things a little ahead of time. In fact.” 


Here he shrugged, and looked across towards the wire-topped wall in the distance, surrounding the complex. "He 


strikes me as somebody who actually likes to be a couple steps ahead." 
He looked back at Nikki, who was staring at him, cigarette dangling useless from his fingers. "Don't you think?" 
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Hannity clasped his hands in front of him and laid them on the desk, peering across at Nikki. It was late in the 
afternoon, and sunlight filtered through the window behind him. He could feel it coating the back of his head 
with a warm glow, and Nikki was squinting at him, struggling to make out his expression through the 


brightness. He could have offered to shut the blinds, but he decided against it for the time being. 
"Sounds to me like he worked you." 


Nikki snorted. "I let him work me, let's get that straight" 


Hannity waited, and Nikki turned his head to the side, blinking, widering his eyes and frowning alternatively as he 


tried to recalibrate his vision 


“Sides, he made valid points. Its always good to be ahead. And | figured, what with your long-term plan for 
this kid, him having a little early introduction couldn't harm him. Long as he could handle it, of course." 


"Could he?" Hannity asked. 


Nikki squinted at Hannity once more. "Yeah..yeah, he handled it fine. Asked a lot of questions, looked closer when 
others would look away, that sort of thing. Gotta hand it to you, boss, you really know how to pick ‘em." 


"What kind of questions did he ask?" 


Letting out a grunt of frustration, Nikki jerked his head and shielded his eyes with his hands. "Could we please 
shut the goddamn blinds?" 


Hannity pushed his chair back, reached behind him and drew the tassel. The blinds spilled down, covering the 
window, and the slats flattened neatly as he adjusted the wand, blocking any sunlight completely. 


"Better?" he asked, looking at Nikki, who stared back at him, still blinking. 

"Much better. Christ." he rubbed his eyes, and stretched. "So, the questions. Yeah. He asked stuff about the 
techniques themselves, about the efficacy and whatnot, and what they did, specifically. To the psyche, the 
body, the nervous system. Clyde made a couple book recommendations." 

He sat back in his chair, rubbing his thigh as he tilted his head up and frowned, thinking. "But he also asked 
about.living conditions. How long the finks had been there. What happens if they don't give up intel, what 
happens if they don't have intel, what happens when we've wrung ‘em dry and they have no intel left to give?" 
Hannity nodded thoughtfully. "What did you tell him?" 

Nikki folded his arms. "The truth." 

"And?" 


"And nothing. Went back to looking around, asking more questions, didn't seem bothered 


Hesitating, Nikki opened his mouth, closed it and scratched his cheek. Hannity leaned forward, attentive, as Nikki 


spoke again 
"One thing that | found interesting, though. Clyde must have said something to him, something like... 


He waved a hand. 


“Dor't they sound like pigs when they squeal, something like that. His usual bullshit. Laughing, you know’ 
He looked up at Hannity, who nodded 

"And the kid, he..he didn't take to that at all. He gave him this look, like - * 

Shaking his head, a bemused expression took over his features as he recalled the incident. "| can't quite 
describe it, but it clammed Clyde up faster than beans through a cowboy. Didn't make another of his 
dumbfuck jokes for the rest of the tour’ 

Hannity pondered this information "Did you ask him about that? Jeffrey?" 

"Nah. Figured its still early days to start down that road" 

"Smart" Hannity sighed through his nostrils and leaned back a little. "Anything else | should know?" 


"Treader." 


At Hannity's blank stare, Nikki nodded outside. "One of the Dobermans, out there. Real vicious. Turned into a 
goddamn puppy when Jeffrey showed up. He asked if he could have the dog sleep in his room." 


Raising his eyebrows, Hannity tilted his head. "What did you say?" 
Nikki spread his hands. "I said sure. Why not, right? We can make allowances." 


Hannity was shaking his head, amusement peeking through his usually closed features. Nikki grinned. "Who'da 
thought, right? The kid's human" 


Inclining his head in agreement, Hannity stood from his chair and opened the blinds. "Thank you, Nikki," he 
replied. "Ill talk to you soon" 


Taking his cue to leave, Nikki stood. "His training starts tomorrow, right?" 

Still facing the window, apparently unfazed by the sunlight, Hannity leaned his fingertips on the window sill 
"Yog" 

"And you want me to check up on him how often again? Three times a week, right?" 

"Yes. And Nikki?" 


"Yeah?" 


Finish off your paperwork. I'm still waiting on that Trinity report, and those clearance documents for the op in 


Manhattan" 
Nikki made a face, closing his eyes. "I'm working on those right now, actually." 
"Good. | want them on my desk by the end of the week." 


"Done, boss," Nikki promised as he slid out the door, clicking it gently shut behind him. Once on the other side, 
he ran a hand through his hair, closed his eyes briefly, and heaved a deep breath, before straightening his 
shirt and making his way out of the building. 


Once outside, he quickened his pace, heading for his car. He hoped Axl had a decent supply of weed, somewhere 


in that endless inventory of drugs he possessed. 


Serious Need 
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Axl Rose sat at the desk in his dorm room, tapping his pen against the worn, second-hand textbook he was 
staring at. The chemical formulae on the pages were starting to blur together, and the incessant drone of his 
friend's voice as he paced back and forth behind him seemed to be getting louder. 


‘lm telling you, man, if they get a taste of your shit, and /m the one supplying, they'll let me be a prospect! 
And if | get to be a prospect, it's only a matter of time till they let me become a full-patch. This is a huge 


deal for me, man, you gotta - ' 


Axl slammed his textbook closed, spun his chair around, and and slapped his palms onto his thighs, glaring at 


the skinny blond idiot who'd invaded his living quarters. 

"You're forgetting one thing, Jimmy." 

Jimmy blinked at him, the excited light huge blue eyes dimming slightly at Axl's tone. 
"What?" 


Axl lifted his hands up, fingers curled into rigid claws in a gesture of exasperated explanation. He spoke very 
slowly. 


"| don't give a fuck about you joining a bunch of motor-boners with beards. | dont care. It does not make a 


difference to my life, does not benefit me in any way, and if they put a little heat on you when they decide 


they want the actual supplier - ' 
Here he jabbed a finger towards his own face. 
" - | have a feeling you'd sing like a fuckin’ Chinaman" 


Jimmy frowned, then let out a honking of forced laughter. "Oh, | get it. Because sing is like a common surname 


in Asia. You're - you fuckin’ tear me up, you know?" 


Axl was still grimacing as the sound of that shrill honk rung in his ears, letting his hands fall back onto his lap. 
"Kissing my ass isn't gonna work, Jimmy. You're not supplying my shit to a goddamn biker gang and that's final. 
Now get the hell out of my room, | have studying to do." 

He hooked his foot round the bottom edge of his desk and used the leverage to spin himself around again. 
Growling in frustration, any attempt at flattery now abandoned, Jimmy grabbed the back of Axl's chair and 
spun him roughly back round to face him, nearly toppling the chair and the redhead sitting on it to the floor. 
"What the fuck - " 


"What are you even studying? Its August, school literally just started," Jimmy grumbled, shoving past Axl to 
peer at the textbook. 


Readjusting himself on the chair, Axl slapped Jimmy's hands off the pages. "See, it's questions like this that are 
the reason why l'm on track to graduate with a 4.0 in the hard sciences, and you had to take summer classes 
for failing Communications.” 

He said the last word with a derogatory sneer in his voice, and Jimmy stuck a finger in his face. 
“Communicate this. Elitist asshole." 

Axl pushed the other boy's finger from his face. 


"That doesn't even make grammatical sense." 


"You're a selfish sonofabitch, you know that?" Jimmy snarled at him. "Give me one good reason why you won't 


help me out here. One good reason" 
Axl scoffed, shaking his head as he looked his friend up and down disparagingly, groaning when he saw the dried 
clumps of dirt on his shoes, and the grey-brown footprints coating almost the entirety of the pale beige 


carpeting. 


"How about ‘I don't do favours for dirty assholes who go around crapping up my floor’? How's that for a good 


reason?" 

Jimmy rolled his eyes. "Aw, Jesu - " 

Firstly, dipshit, | don't have enough time or resources to make the kind of volume a gang like that would want. 
Second, | make my shit and / supply it. Me. Not a bunch of meathead fucktards with a leather fetish telling me 
they want X pounds by Day Y or they'll pull my fingernails off. Thirdly, and | can't stress this enough." 


Axl leaned forward, lowering his voice to a hiss. 


"| don't fucking want to. And that's the only good reason | should have given your pasty white ass, but since 
you won't get the hint and fuck off, I've given you three good reasons." 


He wrinkled his nose as his gaze dropped to the carpet, following the footprints. "Four if you count what you 
did to my floor." 


Jimmy's cheek twitched. "Will you at least think about it?" 


Desperation made his voice nasal and guttural at the same time, and Axl almost felt sorry for him. He turned 
back to his desk, pulling himself forward so he slouched over his textbook. 


"Get the hell out" 
"Axl m 
"| swear to god, | will never sell you another nanogram - " 


"All right, all right! l'm leaving!" Jimmy yelled, rushing out of the room and slamming the door behind him. Axl 
tipped his head back for a moment, eyes closed, then turned to stare at his door, eyes narrowed as Jimmy's 
receding voice lobbed a colourful string of curses and plaintive laments at the state of human brotherhood. 
Shaking his head, he turned back to his work, picking up his pen and pushirg it between his teeth. The pages 
fluttered slightly as the breeze from the open window flitted into the room, carrying with it the shrill 
chattering of birds, and Axl bent his head and tried to put Jimmy and his bullshit out of his mind, a thoughtful 
frown furrowing his forehead as the chemical formulae on the curling paper slowly took shape and started to 


make sense again. 
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Nikki stared at the news article blaring before his eyes, fingers tightening around the edges of the newspaper. 


Government Whistleblower Promises New Details In Upcoming Exclusive: "I was carrying out legally sanctioned 
illegal activity.” 


The temperature in his car seemed to climb several degrees as he forced himself to lower the paper and 
close his eyes, taking a few deep breaths. A sudden knock on his window made him jump, nearly dropping the 
paper, and he pressed a hand against his chest and exhaled through pursed lips when he saw it was just Axl. 


"What's up, old man? You been stepping out on me or what?" Axl said cheerfully, as Nikki wound down his 


window. 


"Jesus, you know | got a bad heart," Nikki groused, massaging his sternum and unlocking the doors. "Get in, you 


ingrate." 


He could hear Axl chuckling as he made his way around the front of the car, sliding into the seat next to him 
and pulling the door shut. He turned to Nikki, green eyes bright in the darkness, and he smelled like cigarettes 
and toothpaste, and Nikki's nose wrinkled even as he inhaled deeply, trying to be discreet. 

"So, where've you been that's more important than me?" 


Shaking his head, Nikki couldn't help but smile. "| never pegged you as the needy type, Rose.” 


Axl reclined comfortably in his seat, stretching his arms out in front of him. Nikki could make out sinewy 


muscles tautening under the other man's pale skin in the moonlight. 
"You never pegged me, huh?" 
Heat rushed to Nikki's cheeks. 


"You need Jesus," he informed him, folding up the newspaper just for something to do, fingers rustling along 


the thin paper, pressing and flattening. 
"Had him. We didn't get along." 
"No? I'm shocked." 


Axl grinned, leaning his elbow on the door armrest and running his fingers up the back of his neck. His hair fell 
forward over his shoulder as he gazed at Nikki, who had to look away and remind himself that this was a 


minor, a minor who would soon be a work colleague if things went according to plan. 


‘I've been busy with work," he explained, tracing the bottom of the steering wheel with the tip of his index 
finger. "Not much downtime. Plus, | figured you'd be busy, now that the school year's started and all." 


"I am, but business is still open. Especially when my client is a tall, dark, mysterious stranger with a very 


expensive car and a gun" 

Nikki went still, mind flashing back to every encounter he'd ever had with the redhead, wondering if there ever 
was a time when his gun had been visible. There wasn't, not to his memory, and he turned slowly to face him, 
keeping his voice cool. 

"A gun?" 


Axl tilted his head. "Yeah. A gun" 


He held two fingers out, thumb pointing up, and pointed it at Nikki, clicking his tongue against his teeth. "Don't 
worry, | haven't actually seen you carrying. You just seemed like the type." 


"Let me ask you a question," Nikki said, turning his body towards Axl and leaning forward. "What exactly is it 
you think | do?" 


Axl watched him carefully, fingers going still behind his neck. "l really have no idea," he said calmly. "You could 
be anything. Rich businessman, serious gangster, some kinda security person." He tilted his head up, fingers 
moving across to the front of his neck, down to his collarbones. "I even figured, during the early days, that 


you might be some kinda cop gone crooked. You asked a lot of questions." 
"And yet, you kept selling to me." 
"Sure. What's life without a little risk? Plus, | wouldn't mind being handcuffed by you." His teeth flashed in the 


dark as he smiled. Nikki let a few seconds of silence tick by, where Axl didn't stop smiling at him, fingers now 


hooked into the neck of his shirt. 


"My name is Nikki," he said at last, reaching for his wallet, opening it so it displayed his ID, and holding it up. 
"Agent Nikki Sixx." 


Nikki watched him carefully for signs of fear or hostility, but Axl didn't blink as he took in the new information, 
reaching for the wallet and running his fingers over the plastic covering the card. The silence this time wasn't 
under his control. It felt heavy. Nikki held his breath, teeth digging into his lip, waiting. 

“Agent Sixx, huh?" Axl mused, still looking down at the card. "What happened to Agents One through Five?" 
Mischief danced on Axl's features, teasing and irresistible, his grin was crooked and one eyebrow slightly 
raised, and Nikki wondered - not for the first time - whether recruiting this particular science genius to his 
same workplace was the best idea 

"You've told me before about your money troubles." 

Axl tilted his head, listening. 

"How would you like me to make them go away?" 

"Aw, Sixx. I'd have fucked you for free.” 

Nikki let his head fall back against the headrest. Surely there was someone else out there, some other college- 
aged genius who balanced street-smarts and risk-taking with no apparent effort, someone in serious need of 
money, someone who cooked the purest narcotics Nikki had ever tasted and could sell sand to an Arab. He took 


a deep breath, cleared his throat, and tried to do the same to his mind 


| need you to listen," he said, voice coming out quiet and businesslike, "and listen good. Because I'm only going to 


say all this once. You got that?" 


He felt Axl lean forward, and he turned his head to face him, still leaning against the headrest. Axl was still 
smiling a little, but his eyes were serious, and most importantly of all, he wasn't speaking. Nikki knew he had his 


full attention. 


‘Once upon a time," Nikki began, "there was a secret government agency. And this secret government agency is 


in serious need of scientists..." 


EERE EK EE KK 


A soft, rolling crack rumbled from the low grey clouds hanging over Basalt, echoing into the distance. The 
facility appeared even greyer than usual, the gloomy colour seeming to seep into the ground, replacing the 
usual off-beige. The air hung lethargically, so as Jeffrey panted, desperately trying to suck oxygen into his 
heaving lungs, it felt like he was inhaling mouthfuls of tasteless syrup. 


He ran his forearm across his sweaty forehead and bent over, then straightened almost immediately, lips 
peeling back over his teeth as he tilted his head back and glared at the sky. His chest was still heaving. You 
wouldn't know it to look at him, but he was feeling the happiest he'd felt in quite a while; he'd just completed 
the obstacle course in three minutes and nineteen seconds, a personal record. And, as Nikki had told him later, 
a certified record in its own right. The fastest completion time before his achievement had been three minutes 


and forty-one seconds, twenty-two seconds slower. 


"How're you doing?" Nikki had asked, watching him carefully over their bowls of soup as they sat in the 
cafeteria. It was quiet, late - almost nine in the evening, and most people at the facility had already eaten 


"Really. How's it been?" 


Jeffrey dipped his spoon into the soup, watching the liquid disperse and undulate around the metal. He stirred, 
but the metallic scrape set his teeth on edge, a harsh, rough screeching not unlike the sound of handcuffs 
dragging against concrete floors while their wearer writhed and bucked in agony. Also not unlike the voices, the 
sound of reddened and inflamed vocal cords scraping desperately against each other, when their throats gave 


out and they could no longer scream properly. Like a tuneless violin being slashed with a blunt bow, or a harpy. 
Abruptly, he let go of the spoon 


"Good, | guess." He cracked his knuckles loudly. "My aim's getting better. Bruno said my shots were ninety-one 


percent on target" 


He tore a piece of bread from the roll by his soup and dipped it into the bowl. Popping it into his mouth and 


chewing furiously, he continued. 


‘I've asked him to start speaking only Spanish to me, so | can learn. There's only so much you can absorb from 


reading a textbook" 


"You been reading a lot?" 


Jeffrey shrugged. "I guess so. | found the books Clyde mentioned." 
"Yeah?" 
"Yeah. They're actually really informative." 


Nikki nodded, swallowing a mouthful of soup and pointing the spoon at Jeffrey. "Good, that's good. Theory is 
important. You need to have a good working knowledge of human anatomy and the nervous system, and also 


psych theory. That'll really elevate your practice to the next level." 


"My practice." Jeffrey tilted his head, glad that Nikki had been the one to bring it up. "Which will start when, 


exactly?" 
Nikki frowned as he dipped his spoon into the bowl. "Come again?" 


"You keep talking about doing things to elevate my practice and make me better at the job and shit. So..when 
does the job actually start?" 


Blinking at him for a moment, a broad grin cracked over Nikki's face, and he gave a snort of mirth. "Wow. Yeah, 


you know - a mission actually just came up, we really need a nineteen year-old who's been in this facility for 


two whole months. Can't do the job without one of those." 


Jeffrey stared at him, the food in his stomach starting to feel leaden. Nikki was shaking his head and laughing, 
and the edges of his face were starting to blur. 


‘Only problem is, you might be foo experienced. | mean, you have been reading a lot of books. Hey, you got a 


baby brother?" 


Heat swirled around Jeffrey's head, and suddenly the cutlery on the table glinted appealingly, begging to be 
grabbed and used as weapons. He fought to keep his voice calm when he spoke, but he couldn't stop the edge 


of rage hardening the words. 
"Don't make fun of me, Nikki." 


Undeterred, Nikki grinned. "Kid, c'mon. You're trying to move too fast. That can be dangerous in this business." 


He tilted his head. "Any business, actually. But especially this business." 
Jeffrey couldn't stop glowering at him, his head still hot and pulsing. The mocking words, the way Nikki had 
laughed - it replayed in his mind, becoming crueler and more patronising each time. He leaned across the table, 


feeling the edge of it jutting into his ribs. 


"Get me an assignment, and I'll show you." 


He knew that Nikki wouldn't take him seriously. He was ready. 

"Jeffrey, you can't just - " 

"Vinny Vitale." 

Nikki's jaw went slack. Jeffrey leaned forward further, a lick of excitement stirring to life in his stomach. 
"Born Vincenzo Romano. Father of organised crime in America. He dominated the illegal liquor market during 
Prohibition, but he was also involved in things like drugs and illegal gambling. Generally, a big player in the 
Mafia." 

He licked his lips and lowered his voice. 

"He was busted in ‘36 for running a prostitution ring. Thirty-year prison sentence. Thing about the Mafia, 
though, is connections run deep, and they don't expire if a man goes to prison. And Vinny's connections aren't 
just in the States. He's got people in Sicily. Sicily, where if the Allies can drive the Axis powers out, they could 
take Italy. The Germans'd have to divert their forces there, and that'd make their presence on the Eastern 
Front a hell of a lot weaker." 


Nikki was gawping at him. The excitement in Jeffrey's stomach fizzed, delighted. 


"We could use Vinny's friends in Sicily to further the Allies‘ cause. Information, hiding places, and if they want 


to pick up arms and fight." He shrugged. "And in return, we release him from prison" 

He leaned back in his seat, picked up his spoon and started to work on what was left of the soup. It had grown 
cold now, but he still ate, feeling Nikki's disbelieving gaze on him. For a few moments, the clink of steel against 
porcelain was the only sound in the cafeteria 

"How in the hell," Nikki said at last, "how in the hell do you know who Vinny Vitale is?" 

Jeffrey didn't look up from his soup. "I did read before | came here, you know. His story is public record.” 

"His connections in Sicily." 


Jeffrey lifted his head. "Every Mafia boss worth a nickel piece has connections in Sicily, Nikki.” 


"How." Nikki shook his head, and Jeffrey had to press his lips together to stop himself smiling at the other 
man's change in demeanour, from patronising amusement to complete bewilderment. "All that stuff about the 


war... 


‘| listen to the radio a lot." He didn't mention that Clyde had a brother in the military, and Clyde's lips got very 


loose when he - and by association, anyone in his family - was made to feel important. A compliment here, an 


innocuous question there, and repeat until you get what you need. 


Nikki leaned his elbows on the table, both hands supporting his head as he stared at Jeffrey. "You're really 


something else." 
"Is that a yes?" 


"How do you even know he'll help? How do you know he won't say no? Better yet, what if he says yes, and him 


and his dago buddies fuck us over once we've got our happy asses out in Huskyland?" 


"He'll help," Jeffrey said firmly, looking Nikki in the eye. "People would do all kinds of shit for the chance to be 
free. Specially if they've got twenty-four years left on their sentence, and especially if they've got a very 


lucrative business to run" 
He wiped his hands with the napkin and pushed his now-empty bowl forward. 


"So. Should you pitch it to Hannity, or should |?" 


JI IRE 
Vinny Vitale, at fifty-one, was in the best physical shape he'd been in all his life. 
"Shame it took prison to get you to move your fat ass," his brother, Christopher, had told him. 


Realistically, it was the only way he could have ever gotten fit. Vinny had been a busy man on the outside, 
much too busy to spend an hour each day jogging and lifting weights. The little downtime he had, he spent with 
his family. And his wife, Rita, was almost as great a cook as his mother. Besides, if he needed muscle, he could 
hire it. Not that the meatheads he used ever took his money; the sheer honour of being in his circle, of being 
associated with him, was payment enough. Still, he always made sure they got monetary compensation, usually 
sent in the hands of one of the many children that happened to be available around the house. 


"This is from Uncle Vinny, he says you can't say nol" they'd say, shovelling the envelope into the hands of 
their victim, before darting away, giggling. They'd accept it then, of course. 


He set the barbell on the rack, having completed the last set of pullovers for the day, and wiped his sweaty 
palms on the towel one of his cronies handed to him as he stared into the distance, watching the other 
inmates play ball, run, smoke, do push-ups and sit-ups from the grassy ground. People avoided the outdoor 


gym when he was using it. 


Not that his workout took long, for Vinny wasn't a selfish man. A two-mile jog around the perimeter of the 
prison yard, then forty minutes lifting weights at the outdoor gym, which consisted of a weights rack, pull-up 


bars, several bench presses, and a small assortment of machines including a chest fly machine, which he had a 


particular love-hate relationship with. His pectoral muscles had been the hardest to tame, mainly because of 


that time he'd been shot in the chest. 


After his exercise routine, he would hit the showers, using the special soap the guards snuck him, Ortigia - 
the good Sicilian brand that smelled like bitter oranges and vanilla and lime, and reminded him that there was 


life outside these four walls. 

Now, freshly washed and back in his cell, Vinny splayed himself on his bed and reached for the box of shoe 
polish under his mattress. Opening it, he dipped his finger inside, retrieving a small clump of tobacco, which he 
deposited between his gum and lower lip. 


"Boss?" Pete, the kid who worked at the library, had materialised outside his cell. He knocked tentatively on the 


open door, and held out the day's newspaper. "I got you your papers." 


Vinny cocked his head, peering at Pete. "Well, come on in and bring ‘em to me." 


Pete scuttled in, handing the folded newspaper to Vinny, then stood back, folding his hands behind his back 
Vinny thanked him, and reached into his pocket, giving him a stick of strawberry-flavoured bubblegum. 


"Now, anyone catches you chewing that, whaddya say?" 


"Got it from Commissary, Boss. Been saving up my dimes." Pete's eyes shone gratefully as he shoved the 
wrapped bubblegum into his pocket. "Much obliged, Boss." 


Vinny watched him scurry out again, nearly colliding with the guard who'd been standing outside waiting to 
come in. After a brief few moments of rustling, apologies and curses, during which Vinny scanned the headlines 
of his paper, Davies had come into his cell and was standing by the bed. 

"You doin’ all right, Vitale?" 

Vinny didn't look up from his paper. "My lawyer says | don't have to answer that question’ 

Davies rolled his eyes, smiling, as Vinny put his paper down and chuckled. "You need somethin’, Davies?" 


"You've got visitors, Vinny.” 


The humour evaporated from Vinny's features, as though sucked away by a vacuum. "l'm not expectin' 


anybody," he said warily, sitting up and setting his paper down. "Who is it? What did they look like?" 


"Relax, Vinny. They're government officials, is all. Nobody mob-related," the guard said quickly, glancing towards 
the door, trying to keep his voice low. "They showed me their badges, and they checked out. Not fakes. They're 
both on the tall side, not too heavy, dark hair. They said they had a favour to ask" 


Vinnie looked at his doorway, eyes narrowed. He couldn't think why anybody official would want to visit him. 
He'd made it clear during his trial that he'd rat out his associates when Satan started ice-skating to work; 

Omerta was something he took very seriously. As for favours, he couldn't think what else they would want 
from him. But the more he thought about it, the more he realised that the government had dirty work it 

needed to do, and he had plenty of hands on the outside. 


"Weapons?" Vinny said the word matter-of-factly. The guard hesitated. 
"Yeah. Handguns. Both of ‘em." 


"They lose the pieces before they set foot in here." His voices invited no arguments, and he sat back in his 
bed, crossing his hands behind his head. He would hear what these government messos had to say. It was only 
polite to listen, when they'd made the journey. He didn't have to commit to anything he didn't want to, he knew 
that, and Vinny had very powerful lawyers who could make a hell of a racket if any kind of coercion deal was 


on the table. He also had access to very capable hit men, of course, but that was worst case scenario. 


If nothing else, it would brighten up his otherwise uneventful Tuesday evening. 
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"Don Vitale. | appreciate you meeting with us." 

Vinny stared at the man who had spoken the words. He was more like a boy, the closer Vinny looked. He 
couldn't be older than twenty or twenty-one. Flicking his gaze to the other one, a man his thirties, Vinny 
noticed how he hung back slightly, letting the younger man take the lead. 


lm Agent Jeffrey Isbell," the kid said, holding up a badge. “This is Agent Nikki Sixx." he motioned to the older 


man. "We're here because | think we can be of help to each other." 

Vinny squinted at them. "You left your guns out front, like | said?" 

Isbell inclined his head. "Your guards wouldn't let us in otherwise." 

Your guards. The kid made it sound like Vinny was in his own private fortress and these were his men. A 
clever, subtle choice of words. He let his face harden, leaning forward to peer intently at Isbell, and Isbell's only 
reaction was to give a little hint of a smile, dark eyes bright and knowing. They stayed like that for a moment. 


"You trying to butter me up, kid?" Vinny said softly. 


"No," Isbell replied, just as softly. "Just stating facts. One of the duties of correctional officers is to protect 
the people in here, and a man of your stature requires more attention than most, if not all, the others.” 


Vinny smiled. "A man of my stature?" 


Isbell smiled back. Neither of their smiles were very wide. "I'm given to understand you're one of the most 
powerful Mafia bosses out of the five families. You dropped out of school at 14 and started a job as a delivery 
boy, making $7 per week. By the 1920s, you'd become the leader of the Five Points gang. You were grossing 
over $12 million a year from the sale of illicit alcohol, and you had the largest bootlegging operation in New 


York, with a territory that extended as far as Philadephia" 


He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. 


"You worked your way up the Mafia food chain. You survived three assassination attempts, the third by 
striking first and wiping out your boss, Luca Gianni, otherwise known as the Boss of Bosses. You took his place 
and began moving into more rackets, expanding your power, almost overnight. You strengthened your outreach 
in areas of bootlegging, prostitution, gambling, loan-sharking, narcotics, and labor rackets. You made the family 
so much money they had trouble laundering it, and had to resort to burying it in barrels in the Sicilian 


countryside.” 


Vinny kept his face blank, but it was an effort to stop his smile from widening. Isbell took a breath, and his 
next sentence was quieter. 


"And | have it on good authority, Don Vitale, that you're still very much in control of the syndicate from in 


here." 


Vinny didn't say a word, but he raised both eyebrows slightly and finally allowed himself to smile fully, 
spreading his hands. Isbell didn't smile back, but he leaned back in his seat and nodded slightly. 


"What can | do for you gentlemen?" Vinny said, looking from Sixx to Isbell, but he focused on the latter. 

| need you To use your Sicilian connections to help the war effort, Don Vitale," Isbell said 

Vinny watched him as he explained. He maintained eye contact, but not too much so that it came across as 
umatural or as attempted intimidation. His voice wasn't loud, but it was clear and there was an undertone of 
excitement, of confidence in what he was saying, and his speech was just the right length - brief, but detailed. 
The other agent, Sixx, sat silently in the background, hands folded in his lap, following the conversation closely 


but not participating. When Isbell had finished, Vinny let a beat of silence linger. 


"What are the caveats?" Vinny asked, clasping his hands together and looking expectantly at the man in front 
of him. 


Isbell tilted his head slightly. "Why do you think there are caveats?" 

"There's always caveats, Agent Isbell. You learn that when you've been in business as long as | have." 
Isbell didn't reply, watching Vinny, waiting for him to continue. 

"When do | get released from prison?" 

"Once the Allies take control of Sicily, | think, would be fair," Isbell answered. 

"And that'd be the end of our deal?" 


Isbell nodded. “Sure. Unless you want extended protection of you and your operations from the long arm of the 


law, for exchange of more..services." 

Intrigued, Vinny kept his tone light, not wanting to betray any emotion. "Such as?" 

"Intelligence about the New York waterfront. Identifying possible refueling and resupply operations for German 
submarines, with the help of the fishing industry along the Atlantic Coast. A guarantee that there will be no 
strikes among dock workers... 


Isbell shrugged with one shoulder. "Stuff like that" 


"I see," Vinny said thoughtfully, eyes flickering to Sixx, who stared impassively back at him. However, Vinny had 
not missed the way the other man blinked twice and glanced briefly at his partner, shifting in his seat, at that 
last little offer. He hadn't been expecting it. "I see." 

No one said anything for a few moments. Vinny assessed the two men, weighing up the offer in his mind, 
seeing nothing but benefit for himself and his people. Still, he needed to think about it, maybe even sleep on it 
to really make sure he was making the right decision 

He dismissed the two agents, saying that he needed time. 


"Call me in a few days, maybe we'll work something out," Vinny said, as they stood. 


Sixx walked out first without looking back. Isbell, on the other hand, paused at the doorway, looking back at 
Vinny. He didn't say anything, but he nodded, once, curt and professional, but not theatrical or pandering. 


Vinny nodded back, watching as the other man left. He reached under his bed for the tobacco, then changed 
his mind. Instead, he started rubbing two fingers over his chin, shaking his head as he stared wistfully at the 
empty doorway. 

An impressed grin slowly lit up his face. 

EOI 

"That," Nikki said, as they made their way towards the car, "was pretty fucking amazing, Jeffrey." 

Jeffrey glanced at Nikki as he walked, looking away quickly. 

| mean," Nikki continued, when Jeffrey didn't reply, "| wasn't expecting the stuff about using his sources here. 
That's actually a great idea, and l'm pretty sure that he'll bite. He wasn't gonna say yes straight away, that's 


not something men like him do, but | am certain that he's gonna see the light." 


Nikki waited for the kid to say something, but he didn't. Nikki pulled his car keys out of his pocket, fiddling with 
them as they approached the car. 


"You really did your homework on him, too," he added. "I didn't even know most of that shit. And that thing at 


the end, continuous use of his New York connections, that was a stroke of - " 
"Stop it" 


Nikki's voice cut off. He stared over the car at Jeffrey, as he pulled open the door and got inside. Doing the 
same, Nikki closed his door and turned to face him, a questioning look on his face. He was wringing his hands, 


staring fixedly at them. His voice was decidedly softer when he spoke again. 
"I just.its fine. You don't need to blow compliments up my ass. | just did my job." 


Shaking his head, Nikki started the ignition. "Did it pretty fucking exceptionally, and I'm gonna say so. Hannity 
might just adopt you for this." 


He peered at Jeffrey, who turned his head away, pressing his lips together. "Was that a smile? Did | just make 
Jeffrey Isbell smile 


"Quit it, Nikki." 


"You totally smiled. I'm adding that to my resume. ‘Can make even the most miserable fuckin’ teenager express 


happiness." 

"Can | ask you something?" 

As they pulled away from the kerb, Nikki glanced up and down the road before stepping on the gas. "Sure." 
"Who's Mick Mars?" 


Nikki could feel his relaxed expression freezing. Without looking at Jeffrey, fighting to keep his voice calm and 
unbothered, he glanced at the speedometer, making sure he hadn't inadvertently pressed down harder on the 
gas. 


"What makes you ask that?" 


To his surprise, Jeffrey didn't start rattling off all he knew about the man. Nikki had been expecting this 
question for some time - Mars wasn't exactly quiet, and someone with Jeffrey's keen mind and hunger for 


knowledge would pick up on the information that was out there. Which was plentiful. Nikki expected that he'd 


read and heard every interview, every editorial, every research piece involving that name. 


Ive heard a lot about him. | want to know the truth from the lies, and | want to know why the agency hasn't 


done something about him." 


‘Something like what?" Nikki said sharply, and Jeffrey glanced at him, eyebrow raised. 
"You tell me." 
Grinding his teeth, Nikki closed his eyes briefly, glaring at the road as he drove in silence for a few moments. 


"Mick Mars was an ex-colleague," he said. He could feel Jeffrey watching him attentively, and relaxed his grip 
on the wheel. "We used to be partners. He decided the agency wasn't for him anymore, and he left." 


Jeffrey angled his head forward. "And..?" 
"And thats all l'm going to tell you." Nikki had to fight to keep from snapping. 


"But, all that stuff he's saying. At the very least he's violating all those NDA‘s and shit we have to sign, 
right?" 


Nikki leaned his arm out the window and waved his middle finger at the car they'd just cut off. "At the very 
least, yeah." 


"Putting other operations and agents at risk by talking about them so openly. Stirring up public mistrust, 


getting all these journalists interested..all this, and there's no..consequences?" 

The car slowed down for the upcoming red light. As they rolled to a stop, Nikki looked curiously at Jeffrey. 
"What kind of consequences are you thinking?" 

Jeffrey turned his body towards Nikki, nostrils flaring. "Stop with the two-bit psychiatrist act, Sixx. Are you 
waiting for me to say lets kill the sonofabitch? Let's hold his family hostage? Dangle him off the Empire State 


building till he swears to keep his trap shut?" 


He fell back against his seat, fuming. "You know what | was trying to ask. | want to know why nothing's been 


done. | wasn't making suggestions." 
The light turned green. Nikki let the kid stew for a while, and then he spoke, keeping his voice gentle. 


"Jeffrey, you need to learn to keep a cap on those emotions. You can't be a good agent if you let people see 


how you're feeling.” 
"You're not that great at hiding your emotions either, Nikki" Jeffrey sounded cold now, a trace of angry 
resentment still lurking, and it made Nikki smile. "Your whole demeanour changed when | brought up Mick 


Mars." 


"Touché," Nikki acknowledged. "But you're forgetting one thing.’ 


Jeffrey stayed silent, but Nikki waited anyway. After nearly a minute, he turned to face him, eyebrows raised, 
and Jeffrey glanced in his direction, then rolled his eyes. 


"What am | forgetting?" he said sourly. 


"You're gonna be a better agent than me," Nikki answered, eyes on the road. "You're gonna be way better. 


You're gonna be the best there ever was, or will be." 


KEKE EE OK KE 


Dean Hannity walked out into the square, and made his way towards the firing ranges. It was drizzling lightly, 
and the gentle patter of thin raindrops felt rather soothing as they fell over his skin. He pressed the folder 
closer to his side, trying to keep it as dry as possible. There was no need to increase his pace, as his walk was 
brisk and sprightly as a general rule, and the situation didn't demand him to run. Still, Hannity knew that if he 
was a man who let emotion show on his face, his eyes would be glinting and his mouth would have an upward 


tilt. 


"Boss!" Bruno was polishing an already glossy Glock, which he nearly dropped when he saw Hannity had entered. 
| - is everything OK? Can | help you?" 


"Everything's fine, Bruno. It's good to see you," Hannity said, gaze travelling over the many weapons on display, 
sweeping over the spotless floor, the neat little pile of papers on the front desk held down by a stapler. "Also 


good to see you took on board my previous feedback." 


Bruno chuckled nervously, gesturing with the rag. "Well, you know. It's nicer, like this. Clean, everyone knows 


where everything is...” 

"Where's Isbell?" 

Bruno pointed. "Practicing out back, Boss." 
"How's he doing?" 


At this, Bruno puffed his chest proudly. "Quickest improvement I've seen, Boss. His accuracy rose by over 
forty-five percent in less than three months. He's in his nineties now, with every weapon he picks up, dynamic 


or static targets. And his long-range aim is just as good, no matter what the weather - ' 
"Is he still firing at bulls eyes?" 


Bruno paused, and his next words were noticeably quieter. "Not since last month, Boss. We changed ‘em to 


mannequins and human silhouette targets, like you said." 


"And his accuracy..?" Hannity's eyes bored into Bruno's. 
"The same, Boss. Didn't waver a bit" 

"Good. Bring him out here." 

"Yeah, right away." 


Bruno hurried off, throwing his rag onto a nearby shelf. Hannity watched him go. When he returned, Isbell was 
with him, still wearing his shooting glasses. Bruno must have rushed him, and Hannity was pleased about that. 


"Thank you, Bruno," Hannity said, eyes on Isbell as he removed the shooting glasses and looked at Hannity 
expectantly, glancing between him and Bruno. Bruno nodded at Hannity and hurried away, out towards where 


he'd emerged from with Isbell. 


Once they were alone, Hannity held out the folder he'd been carrying. Isbell stared at it, took a hesitant step 


forward, then reached out. Hannity's voice sliced into the room, freezing his hand mid-air. 


"The moment you touch this," he said, still holding the folder out, "you've accepted the mission. You won't have 


the opportunity to change your mind” 


Something wavered in Isbell's eyes as he flexed his fingers, but then his jaw tightened and he took the file, 
almost grabbing it. Hannity placed his hands behind his back, straightening slightly. 


"Discuss it with no one," he said mildly. "Take what you need from here, but don't reveal details. You have one 


week - report to my office next Wednesday, noon” 


Isbell nodded, holding the folder against his chest. Hannity examined him. His hair was slightly longer, and his 
shoulders were just a tad broader. He was standing still, feet apart, joints loose, but there was still too much 
emotion in the kid's eyes - he was trying to hide it, but it was there, dancing in his pupils. Excitement, 


nervousness, curiosity, and a steely shine of determination 

If Hannity was the type of man to express emotion outwardly, he would have sighed. As it was, he gave the kid 
one last look, and turned away, his mind already on the next order of business - he was cooking something up 
with some old colleagues in the Soviet. 

Outside, it had stopped drizzling. 


KRKE EK KK Æ 


That night, alone in his room, Jeffrey slammed the folder shut and threw it onto his bed, in front of him. He 
stared at it, nibbling his lip, and slid off the mattress, walking on rubbery legs to the window. It was a bright, 
clear night, for once, and he could see the stars twinkling against the vast sheet of dark grey-blue. He 


swallowed, tilted his head up higher so the buildings of Basalt were no longer in his periphery, and focused on 
the sky, the lack of clouds, the way the litle dots of light winked warmly at him. 


"Oh, would you like to swing on a staaaar? 
Carry moonbeams home in a jaaaaar? 


And be better off than you aaaaaare..." 


Tommy's voice was rich and plummy, and he made exaggeratedly serious faces as he sang, gesturing dramatically 
with the joint in his hand Jeffrey shook his head, trying to hide his laughter as his friend swung his body round and 
belted out the verses - he remembered all the lyrics, he had a great memory for silly things lke that. Hs mother 
used to complain that if he had half the strength of memory when it came to his studies, he'd be a genius, but 
Tommy just beamed and everyone would beam back. And the night was quiet, save for the soothing hum of 
cicadas and the gentle breaths of the wind cooling the sweat from their faces, and the air smelled fresh like wild 


flowers and new grass, and Jeffrey was ha - 


Abruptly, he turned away from the window, cursing. Tonight, of all nights, tonight the sky had to remind him 
of home. He stared, nostrils flaring, at the folder on his bed, lying just outside the pool of soft orange light 
from his bedside table. A sudden scratch at his door made him stiffen, but he took a breath, remembering 
that it was just the dog, Treader, that shockingly intelligent creature that was now able to find his own way to 
Jeffrey's room when the guards outside allowed him into the building, when it was time for him to sleep. 
Jeffrey went to open the door, and he trotted in, tail wagging slowly, and jumped onto Jeffrey's bed. Instead of 
doing the usual spin before settling down, the dog paused, looked back at Jeffrey, and cocked his head, letting 


out a low whine. 


Sighing, Jeffrey went to his bed, sitting upright and cross-legged. He stared at the folder, chewing his lip, and 
grabbed it, jaw tight, fingers tense. He swung it open, the papers rustling and crackling, and he fought the 
sudden urge to rip the folder apart, page by page, a hot burst of anger threatening to explode in behind his 
eyeballs. 


Treader whined again, putting his head in Jeffrey's lap. Inhaling and exhaling shakily, Jeffrey put out a hand, 
petting the dog's head, smoothing his ears. 


"Its OK. It's OK, it's OK, it's gonna be OK," he murmured, turning it into a chant, not knowing whether he was 
addressing the dog or himself as he stroked Treader's smooth coat, his hand trembling. 


EEKE EK EE EK 


Ninjutsu is a Japanse martial art specifically created for the purposed of epionage. Throughout history, the 
shinobi - more commonly known in the West as ninjas - were used as assassins, scouts, and spies. Popular 
versions of modern-day ninjas depict mysterious men in black clothing, slipping through the shadows with their 
faces covered, but the most effective ninja is the one hiding in plain sight. 


Jeffrey fought to keep his thoughts clear, trusting that everything Sensei Niwa - his martial arts instructor 


- had taught him, everything he'd practised, would manifest itself automatically. And the single most important 
lesson, Niwa had stressed, was to gain complete control of one's mind, to harness it and keep it as silent and 


peaceful as one intended to appear in the physical realm. 


"Your body can't be quiet if your mind is loud," Niwa had said, in that sharp, incisively clear way he had of 
speaking. 


Jeffrey exhaled slowly, feeling their air slip noiselessly through pursed lips, and pressed forward. He was 
walking on his tiptoes through the dark, rolling his feet onto the ground and keeping his knees bent, back 
slightly hunched. It was a dark night here at the Stanford college campus, and he was dressed in black pants 
and a long-sleeved black shirt. 


His target was wearing a white T-shirt and blue jeans. He was on his way back to his dorm from a bar called 
The Maddow, named in honour of a philosophy alumni. The journey would take four minutes if he followed the 
road along the side of the football court, twenty minutes if he took the scenic route, turning right instead of 
left on Breyer Street and walking on the bank of Brookwood Reservoir, which was actually a rather beautiful 


lake - at ten square kilometres, it took up nearly a third of the entire campus. 


His target was not too inebriated, but it was clear that he'd had some drinks. Jeffrey could see his silhouette: 
slim, tall, a mop of messy black hair that was just a little too long. 


Jeffrey swallowed, feeling his throat click. 
His target was a twenty-year-old chemical engineering student called Tommy Bennett. 
Tommy. 


His walk was loping and slow, arms swinging by his sides. Just like Tommy. The other Tommy, the Tommy he'd 


killed for. 


"Accidental drowning," the file had ordered, the bold black letters winking from the bottom of the page. At the 


top, a close-up of Tommy's face was pinned to the rest of the pages. 


Jeffrey moved fluidly across the lakeside path, keeping close the the trees and brush to the right, making use 
of their shadows. To his left, a grassy downward slope of about half a yard gave way to the lake, its water 
shimmering in the moonlight. He quickened his pace, and the thin coil of platinum wire in his pocket felt like 


twenty pounds of red-hot steel. 


A thin, breathy whistle floated up into the night air. Tommy Bennett - he really shouldn't call him that, the 
first step in assassination is victim depersonalisation and he knew that, but Tommy Bennet was whistling a 
jaunty tune as he walked, and Jeffrey's knees almost buckled as he recognised the song, and Tommy stopped 
whistling and was singing, off-key and almost too quiet for Jeffrey to hear. 


"You may grow up to be a fish 
A new kind of jumped-up slippery fish 
And all the monkeys arent in the zoo.." 


Hannity had known exactly what he was doing when he picked this target, with his name and his looks and 
demeanour. But even he couldn't have orchestrated this. No, this was fate, all fate, and it couldn't have been 


crueler, couldn't have twisted the knife any more acutely into Jeffrey's guts. 


"So, you see its all up fo you 
You can be better than you are 


You could be swingin’ on a star." 


They were nearly at the end of the lake. Soon, Tommy would reach the main path again, and there would be no 
more trees or brush to hide behind, and there would be people, and streetlights. Desperate, Jeffrey cupped a 
hand around his lips and meowed, pushing the sound from his nose and the back of his throat, rolling his 
tongue against the roof of his mouth. He stepped into the shadow of a tree and waited, and sure enough, 
Tommy stopped, turned, and peered behind him. 


"Here, kitty, kitty," he cooed, bending slightly, and Jeffrey watched him, unable to make out his face properly. 
Tommy took a step closer, and now they were separated by four or five paces, but Jeffrey kept himself still 
and hidden, barely even breathing. 


Tommy was losing interest. He straightened, glancing around one more time, and that was when Jeffrey finally 


forced himself to step forward, reaching into his pocket. 


The two boys were face to face. Tommy blinked at him, startled, and then he smiled. Wide, slightly goofy, just 
like Jeffrey remembered, and he even had that little dimple in his chin. 


"Hi," Tommy said, tilting his head and frowning, trying to see Jeffrey clearly. "Didn't see you there. You didn't 
hear that cat just now, didja?" 


Jeffrey's mouth was bone-dry as he shook his head. This was so wrong, so very wrong. He should never have 
given Tommy the chance to talk to him, he shouldn't even be calling him Tommy, he should have completed the 
job several yards ago, further towards the middle of the lake. 


"Are you OK?" Tommy's smile was starting to fade, replaced by a look of concern as he squinted. "You look kind 
of pale. Are you lost.?" 


Jeffrey's fingers were vicelike around the coil of wire in his pocket, and he could feel the sweat pouring from 
his palms, the metal slick against his hot skin. He knew that the wire would slip right out of his hands the 


minute he started to pull it taut. Tommy was still looking at him, concern still etched into his face. 


"Go" 


Jeffrey almost didn't recognise his own voice. It was hoarse and gravelly, somehow harsh and weak at the 


same time. Tommy frowned, confused. 

"Huh...2" 

"Gol" Jeffrey took a step forward, fists clenched. "Go home. Get the hell out of here.” 

He wanted to say more, to tell the other man to not be so predictable in his routine, to never go down a 
secluded route alone and especially not when he'd been drinking. But he kept his mouth shut, because that 
would only freak the poor kid out, and maybe he would tell someone about Jeffrey, and that wouldn't do. 
Besides, Tommy wasn't in any danger. Not anymore. Tommy had been a test, a test that Jeffrey had failed. 


Tommy took a couple of steps back, holding his hands out. "All right, OK. Jeez, | was only trying to help..” 


Jeffrey watched him walking off, his pace quicker than it had been before. He looked back a couple of times, 
and then he was gone, and Jeffrey felt the air in his lungs at last, as his shoulders slumped. 


"Kid..." 


He whirled around, nearly tripping over his feet, and Nikki was standing there, also dressed in black. There was 
a peculiar look in his eyes, a mixture of sadness and relief. 


‘Its OK, Jeffrey,” Nikki said quietly, and placed a hand on Jeffrey's shoulder, steadying him. Jeffrey hadn't 


realised he was swaying on his feet. 


They stood like that in silence for nearly a full minute. Next to them, the lake rippled and glistened, a glossy 
sheet of royal blue, mercifully free of dead bodies. 


Aftermath 
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It was Wednesday, I2pm on the dot. Jeffrey knocked on Hannity's door, waited for the affirming response, and 
after a taking a second to breathe, entered the room. 

Hannity was writing something on a document. His signature, Jeffrey noticed as he took a seat. With some 
surprise, he looked at the chair he was sitting in, feeling it with his hands. It was new; where the previous seat 
was made purely of plastic and metal, this one had a pleather cushions on the seat and backrest, and it had 
armrests on either side, too, also cushioned. It looked glossy and somehow incongruous in Hannity's office, and 
Jeffrey's nostrils twitched at the faint aroma of bitter richness. The smell of new furniture wasn't something 
he'd come across much. 

Hannity turned a page, and inscribed his signature again, flicking his wrist neatly and tightly without 
unnecessary flourish. Jeffrey went to crack his knuckles, changed his mind at the last second, and dug his 
fingertips into the armrest instead. 

At last, Hannity put his pen down, folded his hands over the papers, and graced him with his full attention 
"Well?" 


Jeffrey cleared his throat, and rubbed his palms back and forth over the armrests, tightening his fingers over 
the edges. "| didn't do it." 


Hannity's expression didn't waver. He didn't even appear surprised. "What happened?" 
Taking a breath, Jeffrey folded his fingers together and clasped them in his lap. 


"I tailed him for a day and a half," he began "Figured out his routine, where he lived, what his plans were. | 


figured out how and where to do it. | did everything right, just how | was supposed to. But then, he.." 
His hand shot up and scratched his neck quickly, then shot back down into his lap. 


"He spoke to me." 


Jeffrey fought to keep his voice from rising, or becoming agitated. 
"He spoke to me, and | got a good look at him, and he looked way too much like - like Tommy. Tommy Lee." 
There was nothing he could do to stop himself glaring at Hannity now. 


"I knew what you were doing as soon as | read the file. | knew you'd chosen him on purpose. But | figured, I'd 


try anyway." 

They stared at each other, Hannity's face and body language betraying nothing. 

"| didn't do it. | couldn't.” 

Jeffrey gave Hannity a tight-lipped, humourless smile, a muscle jumping in his jaw. 
"And | think you knew that would happen." 

"You think so?" 

"Yeah, | think so." 


Hannity nodded, smoothing the papers in front of him absently. "You're right. | did have a feeling you'd struggle 
with this particular job. | did, however..." 


He leaned back and put his head to one side, looking wistfully at Jeffrey as he tapped his fingers against the 
desk. "| did hope." 


"You hoped™ 


"Yes. Our first.assignments are always the most trying. | make sure of that. But | thought if anyone could 


make a success of it, it would be you." 


Jeffrey's nostrils flared as he exhaled. He clenched his teeth together, trying to stop himself saying anything, 
feeling the muscles in his neck tensing and throbbing. 


"You've done exceptionally well so far. | thought I'd push you to what | perceive to be your limit, see how you 
reacted. And | don't see it as a total failure. You planned it excellently, and Nikki believes that you could have 
stayed hidden, if you wanted to." 


Hannity leaned forward, examining Jeffrey, a small crease forming between his eyebrows. 


"I think the target saw you, and spoke to you, only because you let him." 


Unclenching his jaw, forcing the tendons in his neck to go slack, Jeffrey bit the inside of his lip before he spoke 
the next words, tightly and deliberately. 


"You think so?" 


He leaned forward, tightening his fingers together, almost cutting off their circulation He didn't give the other 


man a chance to answer. 
"| quit." 


Hannity barely blinked. He stayed silent as Jeffrey wound his fingers together even tighter, the bones in his 


knuckles grinding against each other, his voice becoming quiet and venomous. 


"I told you not to play mind games with me. | told you that the first time | was in your office. And the first 


target you give me - 


He stopped himself, forcing his torso back against the chair. Through his clothes, the pleather cushioning was 
cool against his hot skin. 


‘tm out. I'm leaving. Today.” 


Hannity just looked at him, then put his hands in the air, leaning back in his chair and sighing. Lowering his 


arms again, he leaned his elbows on the armrests. 

"Are you sure?" he asked, stressing the last word, his eyes boring searchingly into Jeffrey. 
Jeffrey nodded once, face tight and closed, 

“All right" 


Outside, a bird screamed. Jeffrey blinked. Hannity licked his thumb and started flicking through the documents 
on his desk He picked up his pen when he reached the page he was looking for, reading the text as he spoke. 


"We've already made arrangements for you to have your own car. The black Series 2 Cadillac. Paperwork's all 


taken care of. You can leave with it" 


Hannity gestured with his pen. "We were going to give it to you once you became independent and started doing 


jobs alone, but you may as well have it now." 


The bird screamed again, and Jeffrey barely heard it. "You're just going to let me keep the car?" he said 
skeptically. Hannity nodded. 


‘It's convenient, for everyone involved. You want to leave and you need some means of transport, and I'd 


rather not waste time having someone drive you to where ever it is you're going.’ 


He bent over his desk and traced his pen under the words on the page, reading. Jeffrey watched him for a few 


moments, glancing uncertainly behind him at the door. 


‘lm going to leave now," he announced, slowly getting out of his chair, palms sticky against the pleather 


armrests, not taking his eyes from the man behind the desk. 
But Hannity didn't look up. "Godspeed" 


Jeffrey stood there for a moment, as if waiting for something, one foot behind him, fists slightly curled. 
Hannity was absorbed in reading, and after a few seconds, Jeffrey took a step back, then turned to go. 


"Why did you kill Joe Webber?" 

Jeffrey went still. His shoulders tensed, and he didn't turn to face Hannity right away. When he did, his eyes 
had gone blank, save for a single spark of red-hot rage shuddering deep in his pupils. Hannity noticed it 
immediately, and leaned forward, folding one wrist over the other as he peered at the boy's face, remembering 
the last time he'd seen that look, and the excitement it had elicited, and the expectations. 

"Because he deserved it" Jeffrey's voice was softly poisonous, a low hum with edges that hissed and spat. 
"Why?" 

Jeffrey stepped closer to Hannity's desk "Because he - " 

He bit his lip and looked away briefly, exhaling through his nostrils. "You know why." 

Hannity met Jeffrey's gaze levelly. "Because he killed your friend. By accident, | might add" 

"He dumped him - " 

"You and | both know why you couldn't do this job, Jeffrey," Hannity gently. "You're too emotional." 

The rage in Jeffrey's eyes evaporated abruptly. He angled his body back, glanced to one side, scoffed. 


"| - what..2" 


"You're emotional. Your first - and now, | suppose, your last - kill was carried out because you were anary, 
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and upset about the loss of your friend" 


"I lost him? He wasn't a stray fucking earring - " 


| gave you the toughest target | could find." Hannity spoke over Jeffrey without exerting an iota of effort. 
"His resemblance to your friend, as you know, was no accident. And the reason why you couldn't complete the 
job is because you don't yet have a handle on your emotions. They control you, instead of the other way 


round." 


Hannity lowered his voice, and Jeffrey, almost shaking with fury, had to take a grudging step closer to hear 
the words. 


"Doctors, legally, cannot be involved in medical care for their loved ones. Because their emotions cloud their 
judgment. It renders their expertise biased, and potentially useless. They panic, become anxious, they make 
mistakes, lose their objectivity...” 


He twirled his pen in his fingers. 


"They're still doctors. They're still licensed medical professionals with the same education, the training, the 


experience." 


Jeffrey was listening in silence, and Hannity made sure his grey-blue eyes were trained directly on his. 
"But add emotion into that mix.." 


And then Hamity killed the thin film of humanity that covered his sclerae. The slug-coloured irises were now 
nothing more than motionless bits of tissue floating in a sac of lukewarm gel, but he focused them on Isbell, 
who was already drawing back, pupils darting back and forth, trying to find some evidence of life behind 
Hannity's eyes. 


"and they become useless." 


The film slithered back over his eyes, as quickly as it had disappeared. It glistened like it was made of pointed 
icicles, and Hannity smiled. 


"You're free to leave now, Jeffrey. Good luck to you." 


PEKE KE EK 


Nikki and Axl stood in a patch of shade near the edge of the courtyard, behind the building Nikki playfully 
referred to as Hadrian's. He'd nicknamed the rear-facing edifice at Basalt, the primary exit point from the 
complex, after Hadrian's Wall, that defensive fortification in the Roman province of Britannia. Constructed 
during the reign of the emperor Hadrian, some historians postulate that it was partly constructed to reflect 
the power of Rome, and was used as a political fuck-you by Hadrian to his rivals. Once its construction was 
finished, it is thought to have been covered in plaster and whitewashed. It amused Nikki to know that his his 
workplace, which was built to be as inconspicuous as physically possible, shared a name with Hadrian's Wall, 


whose shiny reflective surface beamed sunlight and blared its existence squarely into the eyeballs of any living 


creature within a four-mile radius. 


Right now, though, Nikki was feeling about as far from amused as he'd ever been He couldn't remember 
feeling this anxious, certainly not when it wasn't his own ass on the line. He'd just finished giving Axl the same 
tour he'd given Jeffrey a few months prior, barring the whole C Block debacle, and though he'd tried to hide 
his nerves, it was obvious that his mind was somewhere else. Thankfully, and rather surprisingly, Axl hadn't 


pressed him on the matter. 


He couldn't stop himself throwing frequent looks at the pathways that twined behind B Block. Next to him, Axl 
was smoking, pursing his lips and contorting his tongue as he blew out rings of soft grey, and normally Nikki 


would have to focus on not staring, but today, he barely even noticed, 


"You know," Axl said, jabbing his cigarette in Nikki's direction, "you're being a real delight here. If you're a 


reflection of the ambient work environment in this place, you can count me out." 
Nikki cut his eyes sideways at him. "Keep sassing me while you can, Axl. I'm gonna be your superior soon - " 


‘Oh, my superior? ls that the street term for it nowadays?" Axl teased, flicking ash from his cigarette. "And 
what, you think that'll stop me sassi you?" He exaggerated his Midwestern drawl, raising an eyebrow. 


Turning to him, Nikki let himself take the bait. "Won't it? The threat of losing your extremely well-paid, highly 


competitive government job won't make you toe the line just a little?" 
Axl leaned closer and bumped Nikki's shoulder with his own. "As if you could stand to have me fired, Sixx." 


Folding his arms across his chest as he leaned back against the wall, Nikki looked across the courtyard and 


shook his head. "| can stand a lot more than you'd think." 


The kid looked him up and down, trailing his eyes lazily all over Nikki's body. "Interesting hypothesis. We should 


test it sometime." 


Nikki dragged his palm over his face, a reluctant smile breaking over his face as Axl laughed, the sound 


carefree and joyous and completely out of place at Basalt. "You, you are just..something" 

Axl opened his mouth to reply, and Jeffrey Isbell emerged from between the grey buildings. Instead of the 
usual graceful briskness, his walk was slower and somewhat dazed, and there was a hint of agitation in the 
tightness of his shoulders. Like he wasn't just lost in thought but trapped, held in his headspace against his will. 
Nikki kicked off from the wall, unfolding his arms and hurrying forward. 

"Jeffrey?" he called out. "Hey, kid, you alright?" 


Jeffrey raised his head and blinked, squinting against the sunlight. "Hey... 


"What happened? How are you feeling?" Nikki peered closely at Jeffrey's face, looking him up and down, one 
hand on his arm. Jeffrey batted him off gently. 


"You wanna feel my forehead, too?" There was no bite in the words, no energy. 
"Jeffrey." Nikki planted himself squarely in front of the kid. "What. Happened" 
Shrugging, Jeffrey arched his back, sighing as he rubbed his palms near his spine. 
"| quit," he said casually, turning his head to stretch his neck. 

Nikki gawped. "You did what?" 


‘| quit. Who's that?" Jeffrey's voice sharpened, and Nikki followed his gaze, to where Axl was watching them, 


still smoking. He tilted his head to one side and arched an enquiring eyebrow, in response to their stares. 
"That..oh, he's - " 
"My replacement." Jeffrey shook his head, closing his eyes and snorting. "Jesus, you people work fast.” 


"No, no," Nikki hurried to explain. "He's a potential employee, yeah, but he's gonna be in the science and 


research division. He's gonna graduate college this summer." 


Jeffrey kept his eyes on Axl for a while, and Nikki could see Axl staring back, a smile starting to grow on his 
face. Jeffrey didn't return the smile, but this didn't appear to bother the redhead, who shrugged one shoulder 


and went back to his cigarette. 
"What did Hannity say to you?" Nikki pressed, trying to get Jeffrey to refocus. 


"Nothing," Jeffrey snapped. He rubbed a hand through his hair, clenching a fistful of it and giving Nikki a weary 
look of irritation "And stop looking at me like that." 


Nikki opened and closed his mouth, at a loss for words. "So - | don't - you're just gonna leave? Where will you 


go?" 


"| don't know. l'll figure something out." 


"Jeffrey, just stop and think about this for a sec - ' 


'| don't answer to you, Sixx," Jeffrey spat, lunging forward so his face was inches from Nikki's. The movement 
was so sudden, and there was such loathing in Jeffrey's eyes, that Nikki's hand twitched, very nearly reaching 
for his gun. "Get the fuck out of my way." 


Nikki clenched his hand into a fist, moving it well away from his holster, his heart juddering against his voice 


box. 


‘lm not forcing you to stay, kid," he said, very quietly, as if speaking to a spooked animal. "| was just looking 


out for you. Do you have somewhere to stay? Money?" 


And the aura of threat evaporated, like black smoke disappearing from factory stacks at the end of a workday. 
Jeffrey moved away from Nikki, his arms hanging limply by his sides. 


‘lm gonna go now," he said tonelessly, ignoring the question. "Thanks..for everything, Nikki. | really." 
He sighed, and met Nikki's eyes. 
"| really appreciate it" 


He was already walking off, stepping past Nikki and heading for Hadrian's, and Nikki could only watch in mute 
helplessness, feeling something in tug in his chest. He wanted to yell after him, to say something meaningful 
and supportive, but nothing besides corny, useless baldercrap came to mind, and he knew that would only serve 


to make him feel like an idiot, and to irritate Jeffrey. 


Nikki buried his hands in his pockets and watched him pull open the door to Hadrian's. Here, he stopped, turned, 
looked back at Nikki. They looked at each other for a moment, and perhaps it was the distance and sunlight 
distorting his vision, but Nikki could have sworn that he saw vulnerability in the downward curve of Jeffrey's 
mouth and the slackness in his face, and uncertainty in the way he frowned, the way the rise and fall of his 
chest was just a tad faster than it usually was. 


But then he turned away, pulled the door shut behind him, and disappeared. The moment he was out of sight, 
Nikki remembered Treader, picturing that dog finding its way into Jeffrey's room and finding nobody there. 


"Sixx?" Axl had come up behind him at some point, accompanied by the acrid, warm sharpness of cigarette 
smoke. "You still with us?" 


With some difficulty, Nikki tore his gaze away from Hadrian's. 
‘lm all right," he said heavily. "I'm." 


He lapsed into silence, his gaze finding its way back to the doorway Jeffrey had disappeared into. The sun rays 
bore down on his head, feeling heavy against his scalp. 


EEKE EK EE EK 


The road was like an old length of knitting wool. Thin, uneven and bumpy, it wound around and between the 


fields on either side, its wet grey contrasting with their bright green. Jeffrey had always marvelled at that, 


how rain had the ability to make dull colours duller, and bright colours even more vibrant. At Basalt, the dim 
beige that encompassed damn near everything became a muted, mousy brown when it rained. It did smell 
amazing, though, when the parched earth and dry concrete were touched by water. It smelled old, if oldness 
had a smell; ancient in the way that historical ruins were ancient. Souls, too, if that was something one believed 
in. Old and rich, old and primal, old and beautiful, and Jeffrey always kept his windows open during and after a 


bout of rain, if he was indoors. 
Here, the car windows remained firmly closed, for the road smelled like fresh horse shit and gasoline fumes. 


He hadn't realised where he was going, driving east along the l-10 for nearly four hours through Illinois, until 
he saw the sign, bright blue with that garish streak of red in the middle shaped like his very own home state. 


Welcome to hdiana! Crossroads of Americal 


And when the Wabash River, grey and calm, appeared in the horizon, he followed it without really thinking. And 
when he rolled past the familiar grey buildings that edged the outskirts of Lafayette City Limits, he 
remembered the exact functions of each one. To the left, with the flat roof and satellite dishes, that was the 
building for Pest Control. Opposite were the huge grey warehouses that supplied Spherion, the single shopping 
mall downtown, and further down the road were the rusted old garages where people took their broken cars, 
and rented other vehicles, and cooed over Hutch, the owner's huge Tibetan mastiff with the glossy brown coat 


and dumb black eyes. 
A pang of sorrow twisted in Jeffrey's chest as he remembered Treader. 


He drove, the new Cadillac rumbling along the stretching country roads, until he reached his neighbourhood. 
The landmarks here stung a little more than they did back at the edge of town. He gunned the gas past the 
street lamp that Tommy once dared him to lick, during a particularly glacial winter, causing his tongue to 
prickle numbly for hours. He drove a little slower past the firing range where he'd worked on his shooting skills 
as a teenager, remembering how the clay pigeons had chipped when your aim was a little off, how they'd 


exploded when it was true. 


When the Cadillac slid through Gower Place, the long street with all the little cul-de-sacs, he parked it round 
the corner, under the sugar maple tree with the layers and layers of fiery red leaves. He'd loved staring at 
this tree from a distance during a sunset, when he was younger, especially when there was a gentle wind. As 
the twigs moved and the leaves rippled, and the sun shone through the gaps in between, it looked like a 
perfect, pulsing cloud of fire. 


Jeffrey assessed the area around him. He knew the few onlookers milling about the street during this early 
evening - a glance at his watch confirmed that it was twenty minutes past seven - couldn't see him clearly 
through the glass windows of the car, but he saw each of them with no trouble. There was the man in the 
wifebeater sitting on his porch, smoking a cigarette and watching his two children play with a stray cat on the 
broad sidewalk. There was a group of women sitting round the garden playing cards and chatting, and a child 


and his mother walked by, the boy clutching a leash with a floppy-eared beagle tottering along at the end of it, 


eagerly sniffing each tree and each leaf and crack in the pavement it came across. 


A braying of laughter caught his attention He turned his neck to see a group of teenagers laughing and 
jostling, heading west down the street, and Jeffrey guessed they were going to Rochelle's, the bar that doubled 
as a bowling alley a few blocks down. Rochelle was a hardened, leathery woman who looked older than she was, 
but her harsh appearance belied her sweet nature. Jeffrey remembered how she'd roll her eyes and look in 
the other direction when the underage kids that came in to bowl took their first, furtive sips of alcohol from 
the amused patrons that frequented the place, and gave them free peanuts and fruitcake to ‘soak it all up: 
Jeffrey watched the teenagers until they were out of sight, then faced forward again and sagged back against 
his seat, running his palm over his forehead. 


There was no one out of place here watching him. Of course there wasn't. As for whether or not these people 
may recognise him, Jeffrey didn't really care. All that mattered was whether the married couple living at 19 
Brunswick Drive recognised him, for Jeffrey knew as soon as he'd laid eyes on the state welcome sign and 


realised where his body was subconsciously taking him, that he was meant to come here, to see them. 


He unbuckled his seatbelt and wiped his palm on his jeans, staring at the house until it started to blur. It had 
changed since he'd last seen it; ivy was now growing up across the right and front-facing walls, crawling 
towards the windows. Also, the door had been painted, the same forest-green that it was before but less 
chipped, and glossier. Jeffrey imagined Tommy's dad, a broad-shouldered man with the kindest blue eyes he'd 
seen on a person taking on various home improvement projects, throwing himself into hard labour, 
determinedly not thinking about his dead son even as those kind blue eyes filled with tears of grief, splashing 
into the pot of fresh paint. 


Jeffrey slammed out of the car, locked it, and started to walk. 


EEKE EE EE EK 


Vassi Lee washed the last traces of washing-up liquid from the soup bowl she'd been cleaning and handed it to 
her daughter, Athena, to dry. At fifteen, Athena always groused long and plenty about being forced to help 
with the dishes, but domestic duty was a responsibility Vassi had been entrusted the second she turned 
thirteen, back in Greece. Her own mother had been diligent in teaching her eldest how to help around the house 
and still manage to come top of her class at school, and Vassi was determined to do the same to her own 
daughter. She had to admit, though, Athena had been a lot more compliant in helping around the house in 
recent months. The girl had been somewhat of an emotional rock for her and Alan, and Vassi had found herself 
becoming infinitely more protective of her daughter, ever more watchful and terrified, since her son had been 
taken from her. 


Alan, her husband, was sitting in the living room reading the evening paper and smoking his pipe. He'd cooked 
cooked them dinner tonight, his special steak with that garlic pesto sauce that was the best thing she'd ever 
tasted, and knowing this, he refused to ever share the recipe, grinning at her proudly, taking delight in that he 
knew something about cooking that she didn't. Vassi didn't mind as much as she pretended to. In truth, it just 
made her happy to see her husband smile, nowadays. 


"Done," Athena announced, placing the dry soup bowl in the cupboard with the others and wiping her hands on 
her pants, a habit Vassi had tried long and hard to nip in the bud, to no avail. "Can | go to Stacy's now?" 


Vassi hesitated. Athena blinked appealingly at her. "Please, Mom. She's just across the street, and it's just her 
and Mrs Bolton..." 


Chewing her lip, Vassi sighed. "Be back by nine," she said at last, adjusting a lock of thick brown hair over her 
daughter's shoulder. "And take care crossing the road" 


Athena was so delighted, she didn't even bother reminding her mother that there was absolutely no traffic in 
their little cul-de-sac this time in the evening. She just let out an excited squeal and followed Vassi out into 


the living room, bouncing past her father towards the front door. 

"Bye, Dad!" 

"Take care, hon," Alan said, looking up from his paper. 

Vassi hurried towards the window and watched her daughter cross the street and knock on the Bolton's door, 
smiling a little when Stacy opened up and the girls threw their arms around each other and shrieked as though 


they hadn't seen each other just a few hours earlier in school. 


"| can hear them from over here," Alan grumbled from the couch, but she could hear the amusement in his 


voice. "Poor Mrs Bolton" 


Vassi went to sit next to her husband, and he put down the paper and touched her hair fondly. Vassi picked it 
back up, rifling through the pages. 


"So, what's been going on in the world?" 


Her husband snorted, still playing with her hair. "Same thing that's been going on since the dawn of time. Death, 


governments fucking over their people, the rich getting richer." 


He sighed. Vassi shook her head as a cursory glance at each page confirmed his summary. "You know, | bet 
you could pick up a paper a hundred years from now and itd still have those same exact things on the front 
pages." 

Her husband hummed his agreement. Vassi turned to the section with the crossword puzzles and picked up a 
pen, bending her head over the page in concentration Alan sat and watched, playing with her hair and offering 


the occasional input, puffing away on his pipe. 


When the doorbell rang, it made Vassi jump so hard she tore a hole in the paper. 


"You expecting anyone?" she asked as her husband stood up, stretching his back before starting towards the 


door. 

"No, are you?" 

"No..maybe it's Alicia from next door, she did say she'd bring over some banana bread sometime this week - " 
Alan swung the door open, and it took Vassi a moment to recognise the man standing on her porch. 

‘lef frey.. 7" 

IERIE 

He sat in the armchair, hands clasped together in his lap. Vassi, sitting across from him on the couch, noticed 
that one leg was bouncing, ever so slightly, and he looked around their living room almost hungrily, taking in all 
the little details. The watercolour of the Parthenon hanging by the bookshelf, the Indian rubber plant by the 
window, and between his slim fingers, he rubbed the quilt she'd hand-knitted herself and used as a couch 
cover. 

Alan sat rigidly next to her. He'd barely said two words since Jeffrey had walked in. 

"| saw your paint job," Jeffrey said, nodding towards the door, directing his words at Alan. "It's nice." 

His voice was so soft, yet something in it compelled you to pay attention. Vassi remembered it well, because it 
contrasted starkly with her Tommy, who had always been loud, loud in speech, loud in laughter. She didn't think 
she'd ever heard Jeffrey raise his voice. She'd always admired that quality in him. Now, it just made her 


uneasy. 


Alan nodded jerkily, acknowledging the compliment, and looked away, clearing his throat. Jeffrey leaned back a 
little and glanced at Vassi, seeming rather unsure. 


"How have you been?" she asked, crossing her legs and burying one hand between her knees. 


The question seemed to throw him. He opened his mouth, closed it again, swallowed. Shrugging, he avoided her 


gaze. 
"You know. Getting by." 


Pausing for a moment, appearing to collect his thoughts, he leaned forward and looked between the two of 
them searchingly, openly. 


"How..how have you been? How's Athena holding up?" 


"How do you think we've been?" Vassi couldn't stop the words darting out, couldn't even hide the hoarseness 


and pain in the words. "You - 


"Where have you been?" Alan spoke suddenly. "You've been gone for months. Your parents don't even know 


where you are, when | spoke to ‘em. And | notice you weren't at Tommy's funeral.” 


The accusation in that last sentence was thin and almost non-existent, but penetrating, like a new needle. 


Jeffrey winced. 

"l didn't miss it by choice. | was tied up," he said quietly, but offered no further explanation. 
"Tied up, huh?" Alan repeated, narrowing his eyes. "Doing what, exactly?" 

Jeffrey's features twitched briefly, and he looked down at his hands. 

‘It doesn't matter," he said. "I'm here, now." 

"You're staying in Lafayette?" Alan shook his head disbelievingly. "They're just going to let you..2" 
His words trailed off, as Jeffrey's face abruptly sharpened. 

"They?" he repeated, staring unblinkingly at her husband. "Who's ‘they’, Mr Lee?" 


"The cops," Alan barked. "They're not saying jack shit to anybody, but everyone knows that you murdered the 
Webber boy. When you got taken away, people started to talk" 


Vassi noticed that Jeffrey's leg had stopped bouncing. his mouth was slightly open as he looked at her husband, 


a confused frown creasing his forehead. 
"Mr Lee.." 


"The working theory,” Alan said, ignoring him, "is that you got taken away to a special hospital. Where they lock 


up the criminally insane." 


Discreetly, Vassi squeezed her husband's arm, trying to reign him in. The unease she'd been feeling earlier was 
doing nothing but spreading insidiously through her limbs, like poison travelling through the bloodstream, rapid 


but somehow heavy. It weighed her down, she could feel it deep in her organs, iron-like and glacial, 


"Mr Lee, listen - please just listen to me," Jeffrey's demeanour had taken on a new sense of urgency. He 
leaned forward, looking back and forth between the two of them, and even through the dread, Vassi registered 
the desperate strain that strung his words tautly together. He was pleading with them. "I did kill Joe Webber. | 
did. And | don't regret it. He deserved to die, Mr Lee, he - " 


Her husband huffed out a laugh. "He deserved it? And | suppose my Tommy deserved to have that axe buried 
in his chest, too?" 


Jeffrey blinked, air puffing out of the small o-shaped purse of his lips. "N- no, of.of course he didn't. That's 
the whole point, thats - " 


"But you killed him anyway, didn't you?" Alan's voice cracked, but the hatred in there was loud and clear. "You 
killed him, and that wasn't enough for you, was it, you sick bastard? You wanted more, and so you went after 


Joe!" 
Jeffrey's mouth fell open. "What..2" 


His lips formed the word, but no noise came from his mouth other than a shallow wheeze. His head hung 
forward, as if his shoulders and neck struggled to hold its weight, and he stared at them with appalled, dizzy 
incredulity. 


The unease in Vassi's insides slowly grew hot, and started to fizz into a deep rage. The shock of seeing this 
boy here, the nerve of him showing his face in their home, was wearing off, and surely he wasn't going to 


keep sitting there with that pale, stripped look of pure shock on his face. Surely he wasn't going to deny it. 


"Why did you do it?" she hissed out the question that she'd wrestled with for nearly half a year now, the 
desperation to know nearly as all-consuming as the grief of losing her son. "You were friends with Tommy. He 


didn't do anything bad to anybody, he was a baby. What kind of twisted creature are you..?" 
All colour had left Jeffrey's face as he flicked his gaze towards her, eyelids fluttering in a dazed blink 
"You think | killed Tommy," he said hollowly, barely moving his white lips. "You think /killed Tommy." 


He leaned his forearm against the armrest, resting his weight against it, palm up and his fingers limp. He looked 
winded, his breathing shallow and uneven, and he stared sightlessly at a spot on the carpet. 


For a moment, the rage faltered in its course through her veins. It was hard to believe anyone could fake a 
reaction like that, and she could feel her husband next to her losing some of the tension that radiated from 


his body, throwing her an uncertain glance. 


The truth was, Tommy's death was a mystery. Nobody knew how he'd ended up on the river bank with a 
gaping as wound in his chest. The police investigation had gone nowhere, and they couldn't even prove that 
Jeffrey had killed the Webber boy either, not definitively. There were no witness for either murder, no 
weapons, no motives. Just the horribly mutilated bodies of two young men, and Jeffrey Isbell, who had walked 
into the Lafayette Police Department at [0am sharp on a Saturday - two days after Joe Webber had 
disappeared - and announced that there was a corpse they might want to check out. He had not confessed, 


hadn't said much else at all. 


For the very first time, a cold, thin trickle of doubt edged into her mind, as she sat next to her husband in 


front of the boy who maybe, just maybe, was innocent. 
And then, his dark eyes flashed up. 


Vassi's heart lurched into her mouth at their blistering ferocity. The stunned, hurt young man had 
disappeared, replaced by the stony face of something soulless and terrible, and his eyes were narrow, 
electricity crackling and spitting in his pupils like a lit fuse. The rest of his body hadn't so much as twitched, 


still leaning towards the side of the armchair. 


"Who have you been talking to?" It wasn't quite a growl, but it came from low in his throat and Vassi realised 
that the prickling in her arms was gooseflesh. She edged closer to her husband, hand winding round his arm, 
and she could feel his rapid pulse beating thickly inside his elbow. 


"What..2" It was Alan's turn to speak the word. 


Jeffrey moved, and she jumped. He leaned towards them, his body rearranging itself fluidly, elbows on his 


knees. 
"Should | repeat myself?" 


"Nobody. The police didn't say anything, | don't even think they know themselves. But we - we're not stupid, we 
can see." Alan had lost the anger that had given him dominance. He regarded Jeffrey with nervous 
bewilderment, like he was a wild animal he'd just found in his back garden Jeffrey regarded him back, peering 


so deeply into Alan's face that her husband pressed back against the couch cushions, blinking. 
‘ll know if you're lying to me, Mr Lee," he purred, 


It was her husband's turn to plead. "I'm not lying. | didn't speak to - who the hell would | speak to about this, 


anyway?" 
Jeffrey nodded. "You just.figured it out. All by yourself" 


The words floated smokily in the air, mocking them. Jeffrey held their gaze steadily, looking from husband to 
wife, not saying a single word until both of them had dropped their gaze. Vassi shrank back against the couch 
when she felt him stand. She didn't raise her head, but she heard his footsteps, slow and rhythmic, clipping 
against the floor. 


"That's right. You just take your psycho ass the hell on outta here." 
Alan sounded thin and rough, like a teenage boy going through a voice break. The footsteps stopped, and so did 


her breath, as the floorboards creaked and groaned. She looked up, seeing Jeffrey had turned around to face 
them again, one hand resting on the doorknob. His eyes were almost completely blank, if not for the wry, oddly 


pitying glimmer of contempt, and on his lips was the bleakest half-smile she'd ever see on another person 


"Give my best to Athena," he said, in that soft, soft voice of his. "And tell Mrs Bolton that the lock on her 


back door is broken Real easy for two teenage girls to sneak out.” 
He wrenched the door open without turning away from them, not reacting to sudden crunch of metal. 


"or anyone to sneak in" 


Aftermath, Pt. II 


Author's Notes: 

| took a big chunk out of this and saved it for upcoming chapters, because the pacing made a lot more sense 
that way. I'm much more satisfied with this chapter the way it is now, though it is shorter than the last few 
chapters. But that works well, | think, for the contents. Also, | graduated today. Woot woot! 


Nikki tugged his lower lip as he reached the end of the file he'd been reading for the past twenty minutes. 
Flipping back to the first page, he examined the unsmiling face of the South American politician he'd been 
tasked with assassinating. He recognised him from news articles and TV spots, a middle-aged moderate who had 
been in power for far too long, had made far too much money from graft and embezzlement, and the people 
had had enough. Of course, the CIA's interest in his death had nothing to do with the wellbeing of the 
unfortunate residents of the country this man was running; it did, however, have everything to do with the 
target's political rival, a man who was just revolutionary enough to have the people's support, while remaining 


happily nestled in the pockets of certain US businessmen with economic interests in his neck of Latin America, 


The library at Basalt wasn't a place he spent much time in, but Nikki liked to read his assignments here if he 
could; it was quiet in a way that allowed him to think without feeling uneasy at the prolonged silence, and there 
was no risk of anyone reading over his shoulder. As he placed his palms on his spine and cracked the 
vertebrae in his back, he pondered how he would go about implementing this task; almost certainly, he'd have 
to outsource it to some local rebel group. People tended to get prickly when the US got involved in their 


politics, and for good reason 


JI RRR RIK 
"Jeffrey..?" 


"Hi, Bruno," Jeffrey replied smoothly, breezing into the firing range office like a sudden gust of wind, heading 
straight towards the gun display. 


"What are you.." the man faltered as Jeffrey reached for the Berretta Imm closest to him and weighed it in 
his hand. That gun was fully loaded, Bruno had just changed the magazines himself, and the kid had just figured 
that out by calculating the weight of the weapon in his palm. With a flick of his index, Jeffrey disengaged the 
manual safety lever. Angling his wrist so the gun pointed upwards, he placed his palm over the slide at the top 
of the gun and racked it back, then forward, movements deft and practised. 


Chik-CHICK 


The gun clicked to life. The first round was securely in the chamber. 


EREE E EEE E EE 


Nikki's locker clicked loudly as he locked it shut, having just placed his file inside. Sliding his hands into his 
pockets, still deep in thought about his upcoming assignment, he made his way outside, weighing the pros and 
cons of posing as an ex-army official turned rogue firearm dealer. He stepped out into the courtyard, and was 
assaulted by an explosion of echoing barks, urgent and excited, and he jogged towards the noise, wondering 


what the hell was going on. 
He started sprinting when he heard a gunshot. 


As the back entry into B Block became visible, Nikki spotted Treader, barking at the doorway. Next to him, a 
security guard staggered, his gun on the floor. 


"What happened?" Nikki called out, drawing his gun as he came closer. 

The guard raised his head. "He shot mel" he exclaimed, sounding more shocked than in pain. He raised his arm, 
and Nikki's stomach turned. The bloody remains of the man's shaking hand were still dripping, the tissue split, a 
hint of white shining through. 

"Didn't the dog..2" Nikki looked down at Treader, who looked back at Nikki, tail wagging, tongue flapping out, 
grinning and panting. The dog had been trained to not enter the building, but he didn't haves hackles up, wasn't 
growling, didn't seem like he'd detected threat at all, and Nikki hesitated, frowning. 


Treader turned back to the doorway and barked again, following it with a long, yearning howl, scratching the 


wall with one paw, like - 

Like a pet calling for his owner. 

Nikki charged inside, heart pounding in his chest. 

PRERE EE EE EE KK 

"The Jinghpos know the Japanese jungle terrain like the back of their hand, sir, they've been invaluable. It's on 
page four of my report, the details, but | thought I'd point it out to you that recruiting them to help us 
against the Imperial Army is really gonna swing it for us, | think" 

Hannity drew the folder closer to himself and glanced over the title page. "Thank you, Williams." 

Williams nodded, slapping his thighs as he stood. "Ill keep you updated" 

He reached for the door, pulling it open, already wondering if he'd made any typos in that report and starting 


to wish he'd proof-read it one more time before handing it in He stepped out into the corridor and walked, 


made a left, then another left. The boy standing to the other side of Hannity's office door went unnoticed. He 


stepped out of the shadows, not making a sound, the gun he held glinting in the overhead lights. 

He reached for the doorknob. 

SRR RRB RR 

Hey 

Jeffrey released the doorknob like it had scalded him, whirled round, and pointed his gun at towards the sound 
of the yell. Nikki saw something flicker in Jeffrey's eyes when he realised who he was aiming the gun at, but 
the flicker was gone before he could attempt to decode it. 

"Kid" he said softly, raising his hands, keeping them well away from his holster. "You don't want to do this. 
The gun didn't waver. "You're right. | dont" 


One hand snaked back towards Hannity's doorknob. "But | will." 


"Whatever happened, we can talk it out," Nikki pleaded. "Just give me the gun, and we'll fix it together, Jeffrey, 
OK" 


They stared at each other, the floor vibrating under their feet as the onslaught of reinforcements stormed 
the building, boots thundering and shouted commands echoing. Jeffrey glanced at the floor as if looking through 
it at the forces downstairs, then looked back up at Nikki, tightening his hand around the gun. 


"Listen," Nikki said quietly. "You have maybe thirty seconds before they find their way up here and blow you 
to hell's basement. I'm begging you, Jeffrey, put down the gun" 


The boots thundered louder and closer, rumbling in Nikki's eardrums, but somehow he could still hear Jeffrey's 
breaths as the kid's face contorted, the hard, impassive mask faltering as the gun twitched. 


"They think | killed them both," he choked out. The gun was trembling now. Nikki took a step closer, reaching 
out his hand. 


"Who?" he said urgently. 
“Tommy's parents..and, God, everyone in Lafayette..they think | killed - they think I'm a.” 


His arm shook, bending at the elbow as he lowered it, and Nikki's heart clenched as he understood, the stricken 


look on Jeffrey's face making him appear so much younger. 


"Jeffrey at 


"HANDS IN THE AIR OR I'LL FIRE!" 


Jeffrey's gun shot right back up, aiming behind Nikki, and Nikki bellowed at them to stop as he wrenched 
himself round and leapt backwards, shielding the kid's body with his own 


The bullets exploded into the corridor, some of them ricocheting from walls, some of them spinning uselessly 


into empty space, some of them tearing into Nikki's body. 


PERE KK ER KK 


Even through his radio headphones, the roar of bullets was unmistakable. Hannity ripped them from his head, 
charging towards his door and throwing it open, making sure to stay inside his office as it spun on his hinges 
into the corridor. The wood splintered as the gunfire streaked across it, but the steel centre held as the 

bullets bounced off, and Hannity congratulated himself on a security measure well executed as he barked out 


an order for ceasefire. 

His men had already stopped firing the moment they registered his door had opened. Hannity strode into the 
corridor. Smoke clouded the air and settled grittily in his throat, his nose wrinkling at the sharp, vaguely sweet 
aroma of cordite. 

Sir, are you..?" 

Hannity ignored the guards and looked to other other side of the corridor. Jeffrey Isbell was on his knees, bent 
over a still figure lying on his front. Hannity could recognise the back of Nikki Sixx's head anywhere, and he 
took a couple of steps closer and then stopped, not wanting the blood that oozed across the shiny grey floor 


to touch his shoes. 


Jeffrey stiffened as Hamity's shadow drew closer, and his hand twitched in the direction of the gun that had 


fallen a few feet away. 
"You'll be dead before you can reach it" Hannity's voice was gentle. 


The boy slowly looked up. His face was like old plaster - grey, and crumbling around the edges. "Who says | 
give a shit?" 


Hannity shook his head. 


"Clean this up," he ordered the guards, and turned back to his office, inspecting the bullet-ridden inside of his 


door. 
"And the kid..2" 


Hannity didn't look up. "Take him to C Block" 


FEKE EE KK 


Jeffrey had always wondered why there were no rodents in C Block. Not even in the musty basement cells 
with no electricity and a permanent dampness saturating the concrete walls, which anywhere else would have 
been prime rat habitat. Maybe Basalt had a secret army of felines that patrolled the complex at night. Or 
maybe the rodents had detected something was inherently unsafe about the place, maybe their animal intuition 
and twitchy whiskers that sensed things humans couldn't. 


There was a small bed in the corner, with a thin mattress with several patches of dirty copper and no pillow. 
A bare lightbulb hung from a wire in the ceiling, its dim glow illuminating tiny dust particles that floated in its 
vicinity. And that was it, in terms of furnishing. 


A lingering, thick stench rotted the air, so thick that Jeffrey felt it beat against his eyeballs. He paced, 
breathing shallowly through his mouth and trying not to retch too much, cracking his knuckles every few 
minutes, glancing around the blank walls as if searching for a clock. He sat gingerly on the bed, knees drawn up 
and his eyes faraway and staring, recalling the events of the last day or so, combing through the details even 
when his fists clenched and his head grew hot as he remembered how Tommy's parents had looked at him, 
what they'd accused him of. The leaden, choking realisation that the only constant, the only thing in his life 
that was pure and safe, had been torn away. How he'd sat numbly on that couch, feeling so heavy that the 


cushions threatened to give way and drop him into an endless black hole. 


And Nikki. Nikki standing there holding his hand out for the gun, Nikki pleading with him to see reason, Nikki lying 


motionless on the floor with the fingers on one hand twitching - 


He launched himself from the bed and stalked around the cell, examining the walls, searching for loose bricks 
(there were none), pushing the door to see if it would give (it wouldn't). He stood in the middle of his cell, 
staring hopelessly as the place seemed to spin around him, a choking hollowness expanding in his chest as his 
breathing started to stutter and the smell swirled into his every orifice until he could almost see it, muddy 
green with stains of red, dirtying the air he breathed. With legs like water, he stumbled to the bed and fell 


onto it, rolling onto his stomach. 

Somewhere, something was dripping. 

A sudden creak ripped into the stillness. Jeffrey registered that the door had opened, and in his periphery, he 
made out the redhead he'd seen with Nikki that day. Lifting his neck, Jeffrey watched as he pushed the door 
open, stepping inside gingerly, wrinkling his nose. Behind him, a guard holding a set of keys pulled it shut again 
Jeffrey let his head fall back onto the mattress. 


"Mary's cooch, that's ripe. What died in here, besides your will to live?" 


The bedding was scratchy against Jeffrey's cheek, but he burrowed against it anyway. 


"Aren't you gonna ask me what I'm doing here?" 

Too chirpy, much too chirpy. Muffled, too, like the speaker was covering his mouth and nose. 
"Wow. Are you always this chatty?" 

Jeffrey bit back a scathing response, squeezing his eyes shut. 

"Anyways, don't think we've been formally introduced. I'm Axl.. 


Jeffrey rolled onto his side, facing the wall, but not before a weary, uneven sigh pushed its way out of his 


lungs. He was cursing himself for the display of weakness when the asshole spoke again. 
"Hey, are you crying.2" 


Jeffrey focused on a faint smudge in the concrete wall he faced and tried to imagine what could have 


transpired to cause that smudge - acid, blood - but the voice behind him was not letting up. 
‘Im just saying, you know, it's OK if you are. Crying's, like, healthy. There's all kinds of studies about how 
crying gets rid of all kinds of shit, toxins and stress hormones like cortisol. It even lowers your blood - 


pressure..." 


Jeffrey slowly sat up and turned to his guest, watching him stumble on his sentence as he swung his lower 


body from the edge of the mattress. 


"Why'd you stop?" he murmured, feeling his legs pushing him off the bed and carrying him forward. “Tell me 


more, it's all so damn fascinating.." 
Something fizzed and stirred in Jeffrey's chest as Axl took a step back, uncertainty clouding his face. He 


recognised that look, remembering it most recently from the tail end of the train wreck that was his meeting 


with Tommy's parents. He lunged forward, one fist clenched. 
And Axl flinched. 


Jeffrey paused, fist still clenched and pulled back, curiously watching him cower. Eventually, he let his fist fall, 
and smirked. Axl, realising he wasn't going to get hit, slowly relaxed, giving him a dirty look. 


"What the fuck was that about?" 
Jeffrey shrugged. "Why are you here?" he asked, ignoring the question. "Who sent you?" 


"Nobody sent me, asshole. | came here to drop off my application” 


At Jeffrey's sceptical look, he threw his palms in the air. "Not everyone gets handpicked by the boss from the 
gutters of the Midwest, like some kind of prize foal for the Kentucky Derby. Some of us have to do it the long 


way." 


He let his hands fall. 


"But news travels fast around here. | heard you're leaving. heard you tried to, like shoot Hannity..?" Axis voice 
grew hushed and excited. 


Jeffrey didn't respond. He just watched Axl, keeping his face carefully blank, and Axl scoffed and shook his 
head. 


"You really are something else. No wonder Nikki loves you so much 
Jeffrey blinked, eyelids just barely touching 

"He's all torn up about your going away and all. He's never been quite the same since you left that day - * 
"Nikki's dead," Jeffrey interrupted harshly, the subtle note of jealousy in Axl's words not going unnoticed 
Axl frowned. "What? No, he isn’t” 


"He's dead. | saw him die. He - " Jeffrey forced himself to stop, he owed this stranger no explanation, but Axl 
was shaking his head and smiling 


"Oh, man. Is that why you were crying? You thought the old man had kicked it?" He laughed, and Jeffrey felt 


his blood sizzle in his veins. 
"Nikki's fine, dumbass. | just saw him, he's in the infirmary. He forced me to come check up on you for him." 
He fluffed his hair with one hand. "Technically, | mean, he's not fine, his ribs are all fucked up, even the body 


armour couldn't protect him from the force of the bullets at close range. Plus, a few bullets kind of got his 
arms, like scraped past. But he's alive." 


He stared expectantly at Jeffrey. A hint of virtuous smugness danced on his face, the pride that comes with 
having sensitive information that others aren't privy to, but Jeffrey couldn't find it in himself to be angry. 


"He's alive?" he breathed. "Nikki's OK?" 
Axl smiled genuinely, for the first time. "Yeah." 


For a few moments, neither of them spoke, and the only sound was that steady, distant dripping noise that had 
gone unnoticed since Axl had walked in. He was still smiling at Jeffrey, and Jeffrey smiled back. It was shaky, 


gone as soon as he'd finished exhaling, but it was there. 

"He risked his life for you," Axl said, putting his head to one side. "He really cares about you, you know. And 
Hannity, | mean, you tried to kill him. The fact that you're not swinging upside down with your balls nailed to a 
chalkboard right now kinda speaks for itself - " 

The click and groan of the door interrupted him. Hannity stepped into the room, took in the two boys before 
him, and folded his hands behind his back. Jeffrey straightened automatically, fists clenching again, the tiny 
hairs on his forearms prickling. 


"Who let you in here?" Hannity asked Axl. 


The dim light in the corner appeared to glow a little brighter, a little more penetrating. Axl, caught off guard, 


pointed outside, opened his mouth, and shrugged all at once. "I - the guards said - Nikki asked me to - ' 
"The guards answer to me. Nikki's commands don't override my own" 


Axl glanced helplessly at Jeffrey, then at the floor, before coming reluctantly back up to meet Hannity's 


serene gaze. 
"I thought | was allowed, since, like, nobody tried to stop me, | figured someone upstairs had given the OK." 
Hannity's mouth widened into a little smile. "And what did | just say?" 

Chewing his lip, Axl blinked rapidly, rubbing his hip with his palm. "Um.that the guards..answer to you..?" 
"Correct. Meaning?" 

"you'd, | don't know, like, given them permission in advance..2" 

To?" 

"Tolet me through?" 

Hannity nodded once, looking at Axl like he was an unimpressive street performer. "I see you've learned 
everything at Stanford besides street smarts and the difference between respecting authority and cowering 
before it" 

Axl scowled, about to reply, but Hannity didn’t give him the chance. 


"Out you get. | have some things to discuss with Jeffrey.” 


Jeffrey raised his chin as Hannity's gaze swivelled to him. Axl stalked from the cell, making a face at Hannity 


as he left, leaving two of them alone. Hannity looked around the cell first, before focusing back on Jeffrey, his 
dark olive-green shirt blending with the musty black walls. 


"Your friend from the Mafia's been in contact," he said. "Vinny Vitale. He's agreed to do as you asked, with the 


following changes and requirements." 


Vinny Vitale. It seemed like he'd spoken to the Mafia boss in that well-guarded jail cell in a different lifetime. 
Jeffrey listened as Hannity recited Vinny's conditions, which involved him having ultimate control over which of 
his people the CIA could contact and indeed know of, monetary compensation for any and all expenses including 
any loss of product, business or life, and written and signed confirmation by a judge of his choosing that he 


would be released from prison no later than the end of next year, regardless of how the war turned out. 


“They're tough terms, | have to admit," Hannity said. "He's a very smart businessman. It was a good idea to 


work with him." 


Jeffrey shifted. He bit the inside of his cheek and narrowed his eyes slightly, but remained silent. Hannity tilted 
his head up, and breathed in, then out, through his nostrils. 


"You quit your position," he said, as if reciting a weather report. "You fled the premises. You returned soon 
after, without permission or clearance. You armed yourself, with the intention to kill me, but you failed. Instead, 
you simply shot one of my security guards, crippling his hand, and helped cause severe injury to the man who 
was your mentor." 

Jeffrey sunk his teeth into the inside of his lips, like he was trying to bite through the flesh so his incisors 
could meet. His insides shuddered and recoiled when Hannity spoke again, the thunder quiet behind his words, 
flaring flatly on his face. 


"Explain yourself” 


He hadn't raised his voice. In fact, it was almost quieter than before. Jeffrey chewed the flesh inside his 
mouth, trying to dispel the dryness. 


"I went back to Indiana. To visit Tommy's parents." 
He paused and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. 


"They..they seem to be under the impression that | killed Tommy. Both Joe Webber and Tommy." 


He looked up and met Hannity's stare, feeling thunder dance across his own features. "That's interesting, isn't 


ite" 


The lightbulb in the corner spat and sizzled, throwing Hannity's features into spasmodic blackness. 


"What exactly are you accusing me of, Jeffrey?" 

"You've fed them some kind of bullshit - " Jeffery took a blind step closer as the bulb went out for a few 
seconds. It squeaked back on, and Hannity was now just a couple of feet away, arms behind his back, and for 
the first time Jeffrey wondered if he had something in his hands. "You made them think that. Its your fault 
they think that." 

"Is that so." It was Hannity's turn to take a step closer. "How, exactly, would | do such a thing?" 


The dripping noise was echoing now, had somehow grown louder as if to compensate for the quietness of their 


Voices. 


"You gave the police some kind of tip-off. You hinted at certain things, you - you gave them a false report - " 
"I owe nothing to the Lafayette Police Department, Jeffrey. No reports or explanations." 


"You got the message across somehow! You said something, or you got one of your agents - " 


"My agents were under strict instructions to do nothing but flash their badges and get you out. Things tend to 


get messy otherwise." 


Heat swirled behind Jeffrey's eyes. "You did something," he insisted. "Somehow you made them, you let them 
believe I'm - that | killed him." 


The light stopped flickering for a few seconds and shone brightly, too brightly. Hannity was looking at Jeffrey, 


the thunder zapped clean from his features. He was almost smiling. 

| let them believe?" 

There was silence for a few seconds. Even the dripping seemed to have stopped. 
"It sounds like you're now angry with me because | diht intervene, Jeffrey." 

He tilted his head. 

"Did you want me to influence their beliefs somehow, | wonder?" 


Jeffrey straightened slowly, looking at Hannity like he was seeing him for the first time. "You know that's not 


what | meant." 
"What did you mean?" 


A shiver passed through him. He wasn't sure how long he'd been cold, but as it registered, he felt even colder, 
like he was being wrapped in a sheet of ice and it was tightening around him, tightening, tightening. 


"What did you mean, Isbell?" 
"| don't know!" Jeffrey shouted. "I don't know, OK? Is that what you wanted to hear?" 


His blood was beating under his skin like lava but he still felt cold, shoulders hunched, stopping himself shaking 
by sheer force of will. 


"What | want is for you to admit to yourself the real reason you're this hysterical," Hannity told him matter- 
of-factly. "You tried to convince yourself that there's an external force that controls and influences the way 
certain events unfold. Like a conspiracy theorist” 


The two of them were roughly the same height, but Hannity was still somehow looking down at Jeffrey. 


"You would rather lie to yourself, than let yourself realise that people will say, do, and believe wrong things - 


terrible things - all by themselves" 
Jeffrey wanted to reply, but the words were stuck in his throat, clogging it. 


"You lied to yourself, Isbell, and you let your emotions cloud your judgement. Again. And for that reason, Nikki 


is fighting for his life in the infirmary, and you are in a cell previously occupied by a man who ~- ' 
Hannity smiled. 

"well, he's actually still in here. After a fashion 

Jeffrey opened his mouth, but still the words wouldn't come, and Hannity wasn't finished. 


‘| see, now, that you aren't quite who | thought you were. | don't think you belong here. But the problem is, 
you don't quite belong out there, either." 


He sighed, regarding Jeffrey like a disappointed father. 
"You don't quite belong anywhere. Do you, Jeffrey?" 
"Fuck you." 


"Will you get a job? | don't see you returning to Lafayette, but nowhere in the city would take you without 
credentials. A high school diploma won't get you very far, sadly." 


"Fuck youl" 


"You could, of course, join the army. You never struck me as the patriotic type, and it would be a terrible 


waste of potential, but far better men than you have torn apart by artillery in a muddy field somewhere. A 


lonely, unglamorous death, but perhaps preferable to a lifetime as a cashier at an interstate gas station” 


Jeffrey could only mouth the curse this time, unable to look Hannity in the face. He flinched when Hannity 


spoke again, his voice softer and more deadly than Jeffrey had ever heard it. 
"You're weak." 
"No," Jeffrey whispered, palms sliding up towards his ears. 


"You failed your first real assignment. You tried to kill me, and you failed at that, too. You were a waste of my 


time and resources, and you're not worth the effort it would take to dispose of your body if | had you killed” 


The light was faltering again, and its static hiss filled Jeffrey's eardrums. He pressed his hands against his 
eyes, wishing he had another pair of hands to clamp against his ears and block out that terrible, endless buzz 
that drilled his skull from the inside out, and that dripping, that awful, echoing dripping that never let up, and 
while they were at it another pair of hands would be nice to pinch his nose shut because that odour had only 
ever grown stronger, too repugnant for his olfactory senses to get accustomed to it. He didn’t realise Hannity 


was gone until he finally uncovered his eyes, blinking, and saw he was alone. 
Faintly, Jeffrey wondered if he'd ever been there at all 


He dragged himself to the bed and fell onto it. The mattress was lumpy against his back, but the mere 
thought of tautening his muscles and rolling himself over tired him. He lay there, staring blankly at the ceiling 
for the few seconds that the light managed to illuminate it, staring into empty blackness when it couldn't. 


And when his gaze happened upon a particular patch of that ceiling, everything hit him all at once - the 
source of the dripping, the unholy smell, the reason why Hannity had smiled and smiled and said he’s actually 
still in here, after a fashion because there was a dead man stuck flat against the ceiling, attached to it 
somehow as fluid leaked from his gaping gut and other places Jeffrey didn't manage to identify because he'd 
fallen off the bed, and even as spasms rocked his shaking body and vomit spewed like hot acid from his mouth, 
he could still hear it dripping, dripping. 


Gone With The Wind 
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Mick Mars was turning into a real pain in Nikki's ass. 


He'd heard him that morning on the radio, the one he'd spent the days glaring at from his hospital bed, both 
anticipating and dreading when the chirpy voices would announce that stupid fucking name. The pit of anxiety in 
his stomach snarled and boiled acidly when they did, and cooled temporarily when they didn't. But he could feel 
it in there still, bubbling away, dormant in his intestines, practically burning a hole though the soft flesh. God, 


all he needed was an ulcer. 


Mars had finally appeared on some half-assed political commentary show, talking about the months he'd spent 
in Russia back when he was an agent, explaining how - to the host's audible horror - his senior officer had 


sent him to the gulags to learn torture techniques, a tongue-in-cheek imitation of work experience. 


He used what he'd seen there to support his detailed, four-point argument as to why using torture to glean 
intelligence does not work, despite the government's continued use of it. Nikki listened attentively, considering 
each point his ex-partner made. The first two - giving the country a bad name and endangering the troops- 
he disregarded, because they were asinine and feeble. The third reason, that it lengthened the recruiting lines 
of terrorists, did make a little more sense, although he thought it was simplistic in that many, many factors 
were involved in the recruitment of terrorists and any anger at the cruelty of potential captors was pretty 
low down on the list. The final argument, though, that empirical evidence stated that it simply didn't work, was 
the one that stuck, because truthfully, Nikki had been wondering about that very point for a long time. If it 
was indeed true that harsh interrogation techniques simply didn't yield good information, then what was the 
point? 


He was still mulling the thought over, now questioning the integrity of the alleged empirical evidence Mars 
cited, when the presenter asked a question that made Nikki sit up, groaning when a several sharp stabs of pain 
in his torso reminded him of the state of his ribs. 


"You've said that you have colleagues still with the agency today, who have been involved with one or more 
incidents of malpractice. What constitutes as malpractice, and why don't you publicly name them, so they can 


be held accountable?" 


Mars had paused. Nikki couldn't breathe. 


"I have no interest in holding struggle sessions for my ex-colleagues," he said shortly. "Publicly humiliating 


individuals will not bring about the change I'd like to make. My battle is bigger than that" 

That had elicited a hollow little laugh as Nikki found his breath once more. 

"You smarmy sanctimonious shithead, Mars," he told the radio, and thumped it off. 

Axl had dropped by, bringing newspapers and cigarettes and some much-needed goddamn cheer to the 
miserable place, whirl-winding into the cosy little room and promptly announcing that it smelled like piss and old 
people, and that if Nikki needed help drafting a letter of retirement he'd be happy to proof-read, for a fee. 
"You know, Sixx," he said now, tapping an unlit match against his teeth, as he lounged in the chair beside the 
bed, "Your fuckability score has dropped faster than a hooker's panties since the fourth time | watched you 
use that bedpan" 

Nikki scratched at the bandage on his chest as gently as he could, trying not to disturb the too-neat wrap job 
the nurse had painstakingly given him. He used the arm that hadn't been hit by the bullets, as that one burned 
like a motherfucker on fire whenever he tried to move it. Moving his head on the slightly flat pillow, he gave 


the redhead a sour look. 


"Morbid curiosity covers you for the first time, but watching me take a shit on three further occasions 


sounds like a personal choice, Rose." 

Axl laughed, shifting in his chair so one elbow leaned over the armrest. Nikki raised one hand. 

"Don't get me wrong, I'm not kink-shaming. IF it turns you on, watching me squeeze out rock-hard turds - " 
Axl groaned, scrubbing his hand over his face. 

" - | really have no problem with it, | just think an infirmary is an inappropriate place for a boner." 

Axl snorted. "You're gonna have to work a lot harder than that to give me a boner, Sixx." 

"Hey, have you ever been constipated? It's the hardest I've ever worked in my life!" 

“That's reassuring, coming from a CIA agent." 


Nikki threw the rolled-up little ball of lint he'd been playing with at him. He missed, and they both watched it 


flutter aimlessly to the waxed linoleum floor. 


It had been a difficult few days. Whenever Nikki's train of through had wandered too close to self-pity, though, 
he always made sure to steer himself violently back by reminding himself of Jeffrey, how getting hit by a few 
bullets was a goddamn tea party compared to what that poor kid was going through. He would heal, as most 
physical wounds did, and be back on his feet, but Jeffrey - 


"How long do you think itll be before they let you out of here?" Axl asked suddenly. 

Nikki tried to shrug, and winced. "Shit, kid, | hope it's soon I've been here nearly a week, I've served my time." 
ltl take you months to heal fully, though," Axl commented, tracing his gaze down Nikki's torso. "You cracked 
quite a few ribs there, plus the flesh wound didn't look all that pretty when the nurse was dressing it. You're 
lucky the bullet went in straight in and out, but you'll still need at least three months of rest. Moving those 


muscles is just gonna reopen the wound and you'll have to start the healing process from square one." 


Biting the inside of his cheek, Nikki glanced down at himself, then back up at Axl. "How come you know so much 


about gunshot wounds?" 
"I grew up in Indiana. We love our guns in the Midwest, but they don't always love us back." 


"Indiana?" Nikki struggled to sit up, grunting, then gave up and fell back onto the pillow a little too hard. "You're 


from Indiana? Whereabouts?" 


Axl frowned and shrugged. "You wouldn't know it. Some fuckass town in the middle of nowhere. Why's it 
matter?" 


"Jeffrey's from Indiana," Nikki murmured, no longer looking at Axl but at the corner of the ceiling, where the 
wallpaper had split and curled, turning black from the damp. "Jesus. Two recruits from Indiana, barely a couple 


months apart. ls it something in the water over there?" 


At the mention of Jeffrey, Axl had rolled his eyes, fidgeting irritably in his seat. Nikki, still deep in thought, 
scoffed bemusedly to himself, shaking his head, then turned back to Axl. 


"How, uh, how's he doing, anyway?" 

Axl gave him a long-suffering look. "I told you how's he's doing last time, Nikki.” 

"Yeah, but like since then..2" 

Screwing his face into an expression of scornful indignance, Axl threw his hands in the air. "I haven't been to 
see him since then, man. l'm not his goddamn keeper, and he's not exactly the kinda guy who throws down the 


welcome mat and fawns over house quests." 


"He's in a military basement detention cell, Axl. He's not gonna be in the friendliest of moods - " 


"He tried to hit me, Nikki!" 

"Aw, c'mon." Nikki struggled for something to say. "What's a couple left hooks between friends?" 

Axl withered. "Friends?" 

"Colleagues," Nikki relented Axl glowered at him. "Fellow Hoosiers?" 

Axl let his head fall back in exasperation He didn't reply, folding his arms and huffing out a sigh. He resembled 
a petulant teenager, an image which normally would have amused Nikki, but there was no telltale glint in Axl's 


eye that invited any humour, and Nikki couldn't find it in himself to laugh in any case. 


"Do you want me to check up on him for you again?" Axl snapped. "Is that where this is going? Because you 
can forget it. There's no way Dante's seventh circle that l'm gonna go into that rancid shithole again 


Nikki looked back at the splitting wallpaper, clearing his throat. "No. | wouldn't expect you to." 

"And what is that supposed to mean, exactly?" Axl demanded, sitting up and staring fixedly at Nikki 

Closing his eyes, Nikki let out a deep sigh through his nostrils. Axl clicked his fingers over Nikki's face. 

"Im talking to you!" 

"Jesus, kid, | don't mean anything by it," Nikki said wearily, covering his eyes with one hand. "I just feel bad for 
the poor fucker, is all. He's a good kid, and he's - he's suffered enough, you know? He's lost enough, he's done 


enough time. He needs a break" 


He trailed off, not knowing what else to say. Axl was looking at him oddly, one eyebrow raised, like he couldn't 
quite figure him out. 


"You're a sap, Sixx," he said at last. Nikki chuckled 

"Yeah. | guess | am." 

I'm gonna go." 

Nikki looked up suddenly as Axl stood up and stretched, bones cracking. 

"You don't have to." he said, hating the plea in his tone and knowing there was nothing he could do to stop it. 
He wanted to say he'd shut up about Jeffrey, clearly the mention of the other man rubbed Axl the wrong 


way, or maybe he'd just really been preoccupied with him for that long, long enough to make anybody sick of 
it. Nikki truly couldn't judge, but either way, if it meant Axl stayed with him a while longer then he'd gladly 


change the subject. 


| want to," Axl said shortly, letting his arms fall down to his sides again, pulling his leather jacket on and 
turning away, heading for the door. Nikki watched him pull it open and pause, turning back to face him. "Nikki." 


"Yeah?" 


Axl bit his lip and stared at him. Nikki waited, frowning, and Axl kept chewing on his lip like he wasn't sure how 
to start, and then blinked and sighed, the tension leaving his face, replaced by something tired and a little 
frustrated. 


"Nothing." 


The door closed behind him. Nikki closed his eyes. When he opened them again, they wandered back to that 


black corner of split wallpaper. There wasn't anything else much to look at. 


III II 
OK, so maybe technically he wasn't supposed to be here. 


But fuck ‘em. He was going to be working here in less than a few weeks, and he planned on familiarising himself 
with all this equipment before he started. Nobody had tried to stop him, anyway. The guard at the entrance of 
B Block had questioned him, rather rudely, Axl thought, but hey, these CIA agents had a rep to keep up, so he 
let the man's gruff lack of manners and the way he held that huge AK-47 roll off him and kept up that glib 


charm and easy confidence he'd used all his life. And hey ho, it worked. 


Axl ignored the little voice in his head, the logical, reasonable buzzkill, that said these guys were probably 
under instructions to allow him in, after a little roughing up. These people wouldn't let anyone just slip by, not 
with guards stationed at every corner and the entrance to every building, their eyes covered with reflective 
shades. Not to mention that goddamn dog. He'd made a sudden movement once, just to fuck with it - stamping 
his leg onto the ground like he was going to run, and he could have sworn the creature rolled its eyes at him. 


Isbell had a way with the mutt, though, Nikki had told him. Isbell apparently had a way with everyone here. 


"Fiddle-dee-dee," Axl murmured, shaking off his thoughts, and grinned to himself. It had to be said, there was 
something oddly satisfying about that turn of phrase, especially when said in Scarlett O'Hara's childishly 
stubborn, brattishly endearing sing-song. He remembered watching that movie with the girl he was trying to 
screw at the time, a plucky English major (an English major, Jesus Christ) who'd giggled and pointed at the 
screen and said "Look, it's youl" every time Vivien Leigh threw a fit or turned on her flirtatious sweetness to 
full beam, and he'd chuckled dutifully along because this English major had Olympian-standard tits and thought 
the fact that he'd read Gone With The Wind even though he'd never studied it in school made him the 


smartest man she'd laid eyes On. 


In fairness, Axl thought as he turned a corner and finally found the door he was looking for - 26F, his lab - he 


probably had been After all, she was an English major. With that thought still ringing smugly in his mind, he 


pushed the door open and peered inside. 
And stood there, palms hanging uselessly by his sides. 


Stanford's labs were pretty fucking impressive. Funded by rich and successful alumni and attended to by a 
knowledgable team of staff, the modern equipment was always in tip-top working order, the stainless steel 
centrifuges humming and glinting, the large incubators with all the little knobs and buttons like ovens, salmon- 
pink autoclaves with manometers and round-dial thermometers placed side by side like two eyeballs. Inevitably, 
though, being part of a college, the continued use and abuse by students led the glassware to become a litle 
cloudy, the graduations faded and hard to make out. One or two scorch marks adorned the counters, no 
matter how hard they were scrubbed at, and between classes, there was always at least one slip-up. A stray 
test-tube that hadn't found its way back to the rack, a flask that was missing its rubber stopper, a reflux 
valve with a clamp that hadn't been detached. Despite this, Axl had always loved the labs, loved the way the 
room heated up when any of the big apparatus were being used, the way white smoke billowed out from the 
machinery in neat little puffs and even the sour burn that twitched his nostrils as he coaxed chemicals 


together during reactions, controlling what they became. 


This lab, however, was something else entirely. From where he stood, he couldn't even see where it ended. Axl 
walked slowly inside, running his fingers over the cured resin countertops, eyeing the gracefully curved taps 
that loomed over deep sinks. He reached over and spun the handle of the tap closest to him, jumping back and 
exclaiming when a powerful jet of water shot immediately forth. Shutting it hastily, he stepped back, squeezing 
the soaked hem of his shirt and dispersing the drops of water that plopped to the floor with his shoe. 


He recognised some of the machinery, the centrifuges and incubators and autoclaves, and of course the 
chemical storage unit, this one with quite a few warning stickers and danger labels flashing importantly. The 
illustrative diagrams accompanying the text reflected in the awed shine of his eyes as he read them one by 


one. 
CAUTION: CORROSIVE. OXIDISING. EXPLOSIVE. FLAMMABLE. DANGEROUS FOR THE ENVIRONMENT. TOXIC. 


The latter was the most common one. Axl regarded the drawing of skull and crossbones, present on at least a 
dozen of the glass planes, and felt an excited thrill lick up the base of his spine to the back of his neck, making 
him shiver. 


A biosafety cabinet towered in one corner, angular with a screen glass shielding the small area inside, and Axl 


felt that thrill intensify as he wondered what reagents he'd be working with that required such protection. 


One wall consisted simply of giant floor-to ceiling shelf with colour-coded, labelled drawers and a portable 
ladder leaning against it. Axl peeked inside a few of the draws, seeing agar plates and Bunsen burners and 
crucibles and tongs and glassware, so much glassware that looked like it'd never been used, almost translucent 
in its cleanliness. He closed the third drawer he'd opened, exhaling shakily through pursed lips, resting his palms 
against the cool plastic for a few moments. 


Stepping back, he continued forward, for the lab seemed to have no end to its size. He stopped when he noticed 
another set of doors towards the back The wall on one side of the doors had a rectangular glass window, so 
he could see the small space inside. There were two desks, one on either side of opposite walls. Axl paused, 
looking inside and picturing himself hunched over those desks, calculating, drawing up plans for experiments. He 
pictured himself with his feet up, facing forward, cradling a mug of hot coffee as he watched the machines 
clattering and rumbling softly as they acted out his will 


And then, he saw the walk-in shower. His footsteps made very little noise as he came to a halt before it, a 
square, tiled little place embedded into the wall at the very end of the lab. Its reinforced glass-pane door was 
edged with steel, blending neatly with the slate-grey resin that coated the surrounding walls. It was big, big 
enough to house several gas canisters, or whatever else would need cleaning. Axl reached for the latch and 
tried to open it, but it was locked, and the door wouldn't so much as budge no matter how hard he pulled 
Taking a step back, he peered at the inside, tracing the long steel cylinder of the shower with his eyes, 
remembering a fact he'd learned in high school science: stainless steel is the only metal able to resist heat and 


chemical damage, making it best for holding boiling water. 


Metal spouts poked out from each of the four inner walls, about three feet up from the floor, pointing at the 
centre. Another way to hose down whatever was being washed. They were nothing if not thorough here, 
apparently. The dials and buttons - green for on, red for off - to operate all that action were on the wall just 
by the latch, and Axl touched one dial gingerly, eyeing the bright yellow sticker next to it. FOR CHEMICAL 
DECONTAMINATION, the text read. WARNING - HOT WATER. 


"No shit," Axl murmured, looking at the maximum water temperature on the dial. 99 degrees Celsius, or 210 in 


Fahrenheit. One degree below boiling point. No wonder the door was so secure. 


He turned away, burying his hands in his pockets, and swept his gaze across the large, beautiful room that 


would soon be his workspace. A slow, diabolical smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. 


He could cook here. He could cook all kinds of drugs in here, with purity levels that might just match, or even 
surpass, the sales pitch he flung at his customers, on a scale that would bring in a very healthy sum of 
money in addition to the salary they'd pay him as a CIA employee. He remembered that day in his dorm room, 
Jimmy begging him to supply for that biker gang back in California. 


Axl sauntered towards one of the counters and hopped up onto a bench, tapping a rhythm the surface with 
his fingertips. Perhaps he would reconsider the hard no he'd issued that day, given his new circumstances. 


Perhaps, with conditions, he could give Jimmy what he wanted. The happy fucker might just suck his cock for 
this. 


Axl sat at the bench, drumming away on the countertops, the smirk on his face burgeoning into a grin 


EEK EE EE EEK 


"Where is he?" Nikki said furiously, wishing he had full command of both his arms so he could slam the 


guard's head against the wall. "Where the fuck is Jeffrey?" 


"Can't say, sir." The infuriatingly calm, almost bored tone in the other man's voice served only to make Nikki 


angrier. 


"Can't?" He took a step closer, resenting the dead weight of his injured arm hanging uselessly in its sling, 
smelling mint chewing-gum in the guard's breath. "Or won't?" 


The guard regarded him blankly, moving the wad of gum from one side of his mouth to the other. "You pick, 
sir." 

"You think you're clever, Wilkins?" Nikki snarled. "I'm your superior officer, asshole. | was working here when 
you were getting buttfucked by your judo tutor during orientation! I'm ordering you to tell me where the fuck 
Jeffrey Isbell has gone!" 

He wasn't in his cell. He wasn't in any of the cells, Nikki had searched up and down C block when he'd left he 
hospital that morning, and then he'd searched the other buildings, and Hannity was of course nowhere to be 
found, so this sonofabitch that Nikki had found standing outside Cell 12 was getting the brunt of his wrath, not 


that he seemed to care. 


"My names actually Watlins, sir," the prick said smoothly. "And like | said, | can't say. Can't say where he went, 


can't say when he went, cant say who he went with." 


Nikki stood there, steaming, seriously considering shoving the guard's gun up his ass sideways and fuck the 
consequences. He'd done worse to less deserving men, and - 


And then his eyes widened, and his expression cleared. 
Who he went with 
"Oh..." 


He felt the blood drain from his face. The skin actually went colder, like someone had pressed a bagful of 


crushed ice against it. 
Shit," he breathed, turning away from the guard, trying not to sway on his feet. "Oh, shit" 
IEEE K 


They'd come for him in the middle of the night. 


Jeffrey had only realised this when they'd burst out through C Block's doors and the sky was dark, stars 


twinkling amidst the cavernous blackness, the cool air hitting his face like a backhand, violent but oddly 


refreshing. 


Otherwise, he'd had no way of telling what time it was. There were no clocks in C Block and his biological one 


had long since faltered. 


He didn't try to fight them. They'd passed at least a dozen guards on their way out, both indoors and outdoors. 
and not one of them had moved a muscle as the three heavily-muscled goons with balaclavas covering their 
faces dragged him out of Basalt like he was a sack of potatoes. That meant that everyone, all the people at 
the facility, they were all in on it. This was part of a plan. It was some kind of test, he knew this with 


certainty. It was the one rock-hard, clear thing in the disordered grogginess of his mind, and he clung to it 
grimly. 


His foot dragged against an uneven patch of grind and he stumbled, his cuffed hands shooting out in front of 
him to cushion his fall. The goon holding his arm yanked at him roughly, righting him and nearly dislocating his 
shoulder in the process. Jeffrey gritted his teeth and tried to match their quick pace, despite the pounding 
behind his eyes, despite the rubbery weakness in his legs, or how his head spun after days and days of barely 
moving, barely sleeping, barely doing much of anything at all. 


They bundled him into a car, one of the men hopping into the driver's seat and the other two sitting on either 
side of him at the back. Within seconds, a rough, damp sack was pulled roughly over his head. Gagging, Jeffrey 
recoiled as the thick scent of wet dirt flooded his mouth and nostrils, seeping from the filthy material of the 

sack like hot liquid. He swallowed and squeezed his eyes shut, feeling the material of the bag stick to the sweat 


on his cheek and neck as the car growled to life. 


A buzz of static to his right made him jump, but he was able to mask it as his body bouncing as the car 
trundled with rough speed towards wherever they were going. Somebody was speaking, presumably into a radio. 
The voice was low and rhythmic, the words melting into each other in a language that was somehow both 
guttural and graceful. Jeffrey recognised it instantly, and swallowed around the dryness in his mouth, trying to 
clear his head enough to remember the sparse phrases he'd taught himself. 


‘Prekrasnoy nochi ne tak Ii?" he said, keeping his voice steady. Beautiful night, isn’t it? 
Silence, aside from the engine yowling as they picked up speed, the seats vibrating beneath Jeffrey's body. And 
then, there was laughter. Not the mean kind, but not quite friendly, either. Jeffrey flinched when he felt a 


hand clap his shoulder. 


"Your Russian is not bad," the same voice that had spoken earlier conceded. The man's accent was bold, the R's 


rolling heavily off his Tongue, the vowels clipped and short. "You will have plenty of time to improve it.” 


(Un)Settled 


Author's Notes: 
If anyone's still reading, | hope you enjoy this one. Sorry for not responding to some comments if yours is one 
of the many | haven't answered. It's been crazy. Trust and believe that | read and re-read each and every 


comment and | appreciate them all so, so much. Thank you, and please keep them coming! 


Nikki had never really thought too deeply about death, but even in the few gloomy moments when the concept 
floated into his mind, never did he think he would die anytime soon. Certainly not at the distinctly confusing age of 
twenty-four. 


But hell, here he was, deep in the air vent of the penthouse suite in the flashiest hotel in Colombia, the colour- 
coded wires of a ticking bomb held in his sweaty fingertips, the timer flashing the rapidly descending minutes and 
seconds, and he'd only had his birthday last month. 


Nikki wiped his upper lip with his arm, then wiped his forehead with the same arm. 
‘Come on, you sonotabitch," he murmured "Come on. Come on - slowly..." 


Hs hands were shaking so badly it was almost comical, and he had no choice but to put the wires down for a 
moment and just thank everything holy that he wasnt a surgeon. When he picked the wires up again, though, his 
hands were stil shaking. Less so, maybe, until he remembered that he was wearing no flame-resistant suit, no 
protective gear at all, and the only tools at his disposal were a pair of tweezers, a rusty screwdriver Nick had 
found in his glove compartment, and a hedge-clipper he'd stolen from the gardener on his way up here, and there 
was an actual fucking real-life UXB with a delayed action fuse sitting in front of him which, if he couldnt neutralise, 
would blow both hm and everyone in the near-capacity hotel into bloody smithereens. 


‘OK. Sack up, Sixx, lets do this," he muttered Hed already managed to figure out which wire he had to cut first, 


using the tweezers, the screwdriver and some careful examination 
Of course by ‘figured out,’ he meant ‘guessed with an error margin of about 20 to 80 per cent,’ but - 


‘Fuck if, just cut the damn thing," Nikki grunted, holding the wire in question between his fingers and holdings the 


Scissors Up. 


When he snapped the scissors closed, the first thing that happened was that the bomb did not go off. Then the 
timer fizzled weakly into silence. A surge of frenzied relief overtook Nikki as he lunged with the screwdriver, taking 
the device apart and reaching for the little, rather heavy grey box inside, now attached to nothing not a damn 
thing, definitely not the little half-empty plastic container with the wretched clear fluid that smelled lke battery 
acid and death. Nikki slumped, feeling his heart thunk numbly in his chest 


It took a while for his legs to start working, and when they did, after grabbing the liquid-filled container and the 
little grey fuse, he cycled them frantically, scrambling along the tight metal tube with all the grace of a sumo 
wrestler in strpper heels. It was dusty in those air vents, and he could feels cobwebs stretching and splitting against 
his skin as he pushed clumsily forward, hands grappling for purchase on the wom metal, heart beating dementedly 
in his mouth as the bright red numbers on the bomb flashed behind his eyes, counting down 


EEE 

"Cakewalk," Nikki said with sight hysteria, sliding into the car seat next to Mick, who had almost had a stroke when 
Nikki tapped on the window and waved. He grabbed Nikkis arm and took several deep breaths, closing his eyes. Nkki 
knew the other man could feel him shaking 


‘Don't be gay, Mars," he murmured, feeling that hysteria slowly fading as he sat in the car seat, the warm weight 
of his partner's hand squeezing his arm. 


‘Did you do it properly?" Mick's voice was still sharp, despite everything "Did you take out the liquid and the 


fuse... 7" 


‘| did," Nikki said Hs voice sounded weary, even fo his ears. "Figured out which wire, cut that wire, disassembled the 
whole thing." 


He dug in his pockets and removed the items, showing them to Mick Hs partners steely grey eyes narrowed as he 
stared, then plucked them from Nikki's hands 


"Rheinmetall." he said. almost to himself. 
"Huh?" 


Mick didn't look at him, still turning the devices over in his hands. "The company that made this. German. See this 


code?" 


He turned the fuse box over and showed Nikki the series of tiny letters and numbers carved close to one of the 
edges. "Same code as another fucker | defused last month, in Spain Same exact design, too.." 


He tapped the metal casing with his fingertip, then took his keys out of his pocket and touched them against the 


device. 
‘Non-magnetic. Its grey, so its not copper or brass, and its not as dense as silver, so whats left?" 
Nikki blinked "Man, please don’t ask me to think right now." 


Mick didn't look up. "Aluminum. It's got a high combustion enthalpy, making it perfect fo use in explosives. The arms 


the Spaniards are using in the civil war, they got from Germany. This company, specifically, pioneered the delayed- 
fuse technology." He held up the fuse, turning to Nikki "Yeah. Definitely Rheinmetall" 


Nkki stared, then let his head fall back with an exhausted groan. "Jesus, Mick. Who gives a fuck? The point is, | 
defused if. The Krauts are goma have fo try again to kill whoever the hell that guy was." 


Mek glowered at hm. "Felpe Sanchez." 
"Gesundheit" 

"Nkk; you read the brief - " 

‘Oh my God, would you get off my back? I just defused a fuckin’ bomb!" 


Mick spluttered, eyes going wide with indignation. "Which you wouldnt have had fo do by yourself if you hadn't told 
that asshole back in Diisseldorf that Sanchez was planning on double-crossing him!" 


"First of all, if | didnt say that, he wouldnt have gotten distracted and | couldn't have escaped - " 
"You put his hfe, your life, and everyone in that hotels life at risk, not to mention the media shitstorm the bosses 


would have had to deal with," Mick cut in. "You don't think, Nikki You dont fuckin’ think, that's the thing about you. 
ust like when you thought itd be a good idea to sip it to that ambassador's wife - " 


Nikki groaned. "There you go with the ancient history again." 
"t was last month, Nikki, and she ratted you out to his security!" 


Frowning, Nikki lifted his head from his palms and gave Mick a reproachful look "That's not fair, it doesn't count as 
ratting if youre threatened with torture." 


‘And Dr Hall? Remember him?" Mick went on as if Nikki hadnt even spoken "He was the only one on the planet 
that knew who leaked the coordinates for the base in Argentina, and you put a bullet between his eyes why?" 


Nikki hit his Ip and glared sourly through the windscreen Mick leaned forward and widened his eyes at hm 
"Why dd you put a bullet between his eyes?" 

‘Because he spat on me." Nkki spoke the words grudgingly 

‘Because he spat on you," Mick said the words with hm as Nikki rolled his eyes and folded his arms. "Poltcal 


prisoners tied to a chair in a wet basement in the middle of Nevada aren't exactly known for their polite 


temperament, Nikki, you should have expected hostility. How many times do you think ve been spat at?" 


‘Now is no time to discuss your phlegm fetish." Nikki couldn't stop the words slipping from his mouth He regretted 
it almost immediately when he saw the look on his partner's face. 


"Goddammit, Sixx!" Mick roared, slamming his fist onto the dashboard, and Nikki looked away, cursing himself. 

"You shoot first, ask questions later, thats my point," Mick said quietly, after a few moments. "You don’t. don't 
know, Nikki. Its lke you let your emotions dictate the shit you do, not your brain And Ive been trying for damn 
near two years fo train that out of you." 

He slumped back against his seat, inhaling deeply, hands on the steering wheel Nikki folded his arms and glared at 
the passers-by as Mick slowly started the car, shaking his head They drove in silence through the narrow, crowded 
streets, Nkki holding the disassembled remains of the bomb in a tightly balled fist. 


IK 

"Who do you work for?" 

The sack was torn off his head, and the blinding light hit Jeffrey like a physical blow. He squeezed his eyes 
closed, panting, and something solid slammed into his face, nearly throwing him off the chair, and the voice 
spoke again, the tone exactly the same as it was the first time. 

"Who do you work for?" 

"No one," Jeffrey said, the words sandpapering their way out of his parched throat as warm blood pooled in 
the side of his mouth, the bitter taste of copper flooding his tongue. His eyes were still closed, but he forced 
them open, squinting, trying to get a look at where he was. But all he could make out was that white, jarring 
light, and several figures standing around him before his eyes closed again, against his will 

"Ill ask you one more time." The voice was closer now. "Who. Do you. Work for.” 

Jeffrey didn't reply with words this time, merely shaking his head once. 

Another blow. Then darkness as the sack was stuffed back on 


KERE EE EE EEK 


That had happened a few times. Five times, to be exact. Jeffrey wasn't sure how long they left between each 
episode, but it had definitely been longer between the last two. 


It was always the same. They always spoke in Russian, they never took the sack of his head for more than a 
minute. Sometimes, they took it off and held a bowl of water just under his chin, and he'd bend his head and 
lap greedily like a dog, choking when he drank too quickly, snorting it up his nose, spluttering and coughing. It 
was humiliating, but somehow he couldn't bring himself to be affronted. 


They didn't give him food. He hadn't yet starved but his stomach still growled painfully every few hours and 
he had spells of lightheadedness. Of the few times he'd lost consciousness, Jeffrey predicted that at least two 
of those times had been because he'd passed out, rather than fallen asleep. 


Six times, they'd put a chain round his neck and hands, and jerked him to his feet, sack still over his face. He'd 
blindly followed the harsh tugs of the chain on rubbery legs, trying not to fall over too often Cold wind would 
hit his skin, piercing through his clothes, making him shiver, and the ground beneath his feet became stickier 
and softer, unlike the dry concrete of indoors. Sometimes, it was raining. It was usually silent, but once, Jeffrey 


heard screams, blown about in the wind like torn ribbons. 


Then the sack was tugged off and he was pointed towards a small hole in the muddy ground, where he was to 


relieve himself. 


The first time they'd done that, Jeffrey had raised his head, taking advantage of the momentary ability to see. 
He made out grassless fields, a starless black sky, and small buildings in the distance, single-floor structures, 
flat-topped. And then one of the four men who'd escorted him outside had karate-chopped the side of his neck 


and slammed him face-first into a dirty pile of wet leaves. 


"No sight-seeing," a growl in his ear informed him as he struggled to breathe. "You piss, you shit, and you keep 


your head down" 


All that considered, Jeffrey guessed it had been between three and six days since they'd first brought him 
here. About time they stepped things up, really, so he shouldn't be surprised that he was now in the middle of 
a small dark room with his arms suspended above his body with a cord of some kind, his shirt stripped off, 


and a grinning man standing in front of him wielding a bullwhip. 
A voice behind him rang clearly into his ears. "We've asked politely, Jeffrey.” 


His name sounded strange in Russian It was the first time he'd heard it out here. Jeffrey twisted, trying to 
look behind him, getting only a glimpse of a square-shouldered figure in military clothes before a snap of 
thunder made his whole body jerk and face forward again, eyes wide. The man with the bullwhip smiled at him, 
his arm flexing as he toyed with the heavy leather coils, because of course it hadn't been thunder, it had been 
the sound the bullwhip made as it connected with the ground And now the man was moving behind him, 


disappearing from view, joining the military figure. 
"And now." 


The man who's spoken earlier sighed, and then he said something else in Russian, something Jeffrey didn't 
understand. He wanted to turn, every fibre of his being screamed at him to wrench his body round and look, 
but the gnawing, defeated dread chewing through his gut warned him that it wouldn't be a good idea to face 
that particular direction He stared at the black wall in front of him and licked sweat from his upper lip and 
blinked it out of his eyes and waited, fists clenching and unclenching helplessly in their bounds. 


His head jerked back as thick fingers wound themselves through his hair and yanked. Tears sprung to Jeffrey's 
eyes as his scalp burned like it had been scalded with boiling water and a heavy voice breathed in his ear, in 
English this time. 

"Do you understand what that means? Teper’ me slomayem tebya?" 

The man repeated the words, voice low and amused. 

It means now we break you." 

His hair was released. A few seconds later, Jeffrey heard the whistle of the whip cutting through the air. His 
body spasmed automatically, breath catching in his throat just from the sound alone. Disturbed air rippled 
across the bare skin of his back like cold teeth, and then a soft laugh coming from somewhere behind him. 
Jeffrey paused, ears straining, waiting as his heart thrummed in his mouth. 

The urge to give in came quite suddenly, and when it did, Jeffrey almost couldn't believe that he'd hung on this 
far. He pictured himself screaming out that he gave up, that he knew with near certainty that this was a test 
and he didn't care, he'd happily fail and be taken back. He could actually taste the words on his lips - 

Failure. 

Fuck that. He didn't have to endure any more of this shit. 

Youre weak 


Jeffrey shifted uncomfortably, the rivulets of sweat on his back now cold. 


Youre a waste of my time and resources. Youre not worth the effort it would fake to dispose of your body if | 
had you killed 


He gritted his teeth, and opened his eyes. His mouth was firmly closed, all thoughts of surrender chased 
shamefully from his mind as he bent his head and readied himself, steadying his breathing. 


Nearly a full minute passed. 
He flinched, once, twice, positive he'd heard the sound of the whip. But the blow never came. 


Cautiously, he raised his head. Started to rotate his neck. One degree, two degrees. His nose brushed against 


the inside of his arm, his shoulders strained as his arms hung above his head. 


And then the flesh on his back was split apart, and his knees buckled as his body arched like a bow about to 


snap, and fire scorched and sliced along his skin, sizzling through the layers with the ease of a hot knife 


through butter. 


EEKE IE KE EEK 


Nikki barged into Axl's lab, throwing the door closed behind him and finding the nearest stool to heave himself 
onto. A couple of tables away, Axl - wearing latex gloves, goggles, and a mask - nearly dropped the flask and 


the tube he was holding. 


"What the fuck, Sixx?" Nikki couldn't see most of the younger man's face, but he could certainly feel the vitriol 


in his words. 
"What?" He snapped back, in no mood to take any bullshit. 


"| could have dropped these! You're such a moron sometimes, Christ." Axl hurried to pour the contents of the 
flask into the glass tube and corked it tightly when he was done, placing it into a metal rack with six other 
identical tubes. "You can't just show up like that and startle me, it's dangerous." 


Nikki rolled his eyes as he watched him carefully carry the racks and place them into a glass cupboard, 
latching the door firmly closed. 


"Quit talking down to me, sport, how ‘bout that? Remember, | was doing dangerous work back when you were 


saving your one chest hair for gym class.” 


‘lm just saying, Nikki, if I'd dropped that tube.." His voice trailed off, and he shook his head as he peeled his 
gloves off and washed his hands, drying them with paper towels. Nikki gestured with irritation as Axl was 
taking his mask and goggles off. 


"The hell is in those containers, anyway? Anthrax?" 

Axl gave him a blank, almost stony look as he adjusted his lab coat wordlessly. A sudden chill slithered through 
Nikki as his eyes found their way back to the glass cabinet, moving back in his seat as the glass tubes winked 
and glinted at him in the artificial white light. 

"Did you want something?" Axl's voice brought him back to earth, and Nikki faced him, giving a little shiver. 

"I just wanted to check up on you, see how you were settling in" 

Axl blinked at him, and then, slowly, he smiled. He hadn't smiled that way at Nikki for a while, and Nikki couldn't 
help that old feeling of slightly flustered fondness he'd come to associate with this kid spreading through his 
chest. He tried to smile back, but the expression didn't quite come out right on his face. But Axl didn't seem to 


care, folding his arms and tilting his head at him in that charming, almost coquettish way he'd had before. 


"Bullshit," Axl said, still smiling, his eyes like ice. "Tell me why you're really here." 


A brief pause. Nikki let the halthearted smile drop from his face, feeling his chest deflate a little. "Alright," he 


said softly. "You wanna talk serious? Let's talk serious." 


He took a step closer. "| know you're getting up to some bullshit in here that you shouldn't be getting up to. 
I've seen how you are on the phone, I've heard some of the things - " 


"You had the phones tapped?" Axl said furiously, taking a step forward. Nikki levelled him with an almost 


piteous look. 
"Kid, this is the CIA." 


Axl bit his lip and glared. Nikki got the sense that he was angrier with himself for he oversight, than he was 
with Nikki for eavesdropping. 


"Luckily for you," he continued, "only | heard the details of your little side hustle." He took a step closer, 


lowering his voice. "Axl, cooking and selling heroin using federal equipment - " 
"Are you gonna tell Hannity?" Axl interrupted, fists clenched. 


"Is that all you care about?" Nikki didn't try to keep the disappointed incredulity out of his voice, and Axl's eyes 


narrowed. 

"Are you going to tell him or not?" 

Nikki regarded the kid in front of him. The slight lean forward, the tightly balled fists, the narrowed eyes and 
the thinned lips. Textbook anger, a hint of defensiveness in the hunch of the shoulders. But Nikki knew Axl, and 
he knew that underneath it all, he was afraid of the consequences of being caught out. After all, Nikki held the 


future of his entire career held precariously in his hands, one word to Hannity and the kid would be out on the 
breadline, unable to get a job cleaning toilets, before he could say due process. 


Axl leaned back and let his breath out, turning his head a little to one side, frowning as he examined Nikki out 
of the corners of his eyes. He looked bewildered, like a child who'd just been told Santa was skipping their house 
this Christmas. 

"Nikki." 


It wasn't quite a plea. The tone was disbelieving more than beseeching, the emphasis firmly on the first 


syllable. M-kki Cmon, its me. You wouldnt do me like that, right? Buddy ol pal? You wouldn't 
You couldnt 


"Stop doing it," Nikki said levelly, "and there won't be anything to tell” 


He walked out before Axl could reply, leaving him standing there as he barrelled out of the room as quickly as 
he could, hearing the door slam behind him as he strode down the corridor. He told himself he did that to 
leave no room for argument, but he knew that it was just as much to stop himself from caving and showing 


weakness. He knew how persuasive - manipulative - the redhead was. 


And in all honesty, Nikki was not quite sure he could have held his own. 


